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1 Introduction 

Second-tier élite means to be subordinate among the privileged. This is a curious situa-

tion, as the members of such social stratum experience their superiority to the lower echelons 

of the society, and their vulnerability to and dependence on the leading circle at the real top 

of the community. These are highly general ideas, but they characterise the specific group 

that is the focus of this thesis, the Byzantine second-tier élite. This is a curious phenomenon 

of the Byzantine society that frequently attracted the attention of modern scholars in the past. 

The reason for this scholarly interest is mainly related to the fact that this stratum played an 

important and active role in the literary production of the Komnenian period. Nevertheless, 

the Byzantinists’ concern for the stratum is less visible due to the inconsistencies in the ter-

minology.1 Despite the considerable interest in second-tier élite, there is no extensive study, 

which focuses on this particular social group. This deficiency is the main reason for this 

dissertation.2 

The designation of the Byzantine second-tier élite implies little about the chronological 

confines of the study. The main interest of this dissertation is an era, which was called after 

the imperial house of the Komnenoi. The Komnenian dynasty ruled the Byzantine Empire 

from 1081 to 1185, but the end of the period bearing their name is usually placed to later 

events, the fourth crusade, the sack of Constantinople and the collapse of the empire in 1204. 

It is not surprising that scholars occasionally refer to the era as the Byzantine ‘long’ twelfth 

century too. The thesis applies this extended periodisation, admitting that it simply relies on 

political dates. In fact, the development of the second-tier élite chronologically did not suit 

the confines of the period. This dissociation may cause a problem in regard to the terminol-

ogy of the social group. Therefore, a short explanation is necessary here. In this dissertation, 

the Komnenian second-tier élite does not designate a group in a given period solely. Instead, 

the term denotes a distinct social phenomenon, which had specific characteristics developing 

in the era in question. The situation will be described in details in the following parts of the 

dissertation. It is also important to note that vertical classification was not the peculiarity of 

the Komnenian period. The term ‘second-tier élite’ can be used in connection to other eras 

too. Therefore, a precise terminology is necessary, and I apply the pure term ‘second-tier 

                                                             
1 The problem of terminology and the secondary literature on the stratum is presented with more details in 

subchapter 1. 1, pages 13–21. 
2 It is worth noting here that Niels Gaul drew my attention to the second-tier élite in the beginning of my 

doctoral studies. 



12 
 

élite’ when the argument does not need distinction. The study deals with the chronological 

matters of the development of the stratum in details later. 

The Byzantine second-tier élite as a whole is a very large topic. An extensive study that 

treats all the aspects of the stratum would be too long for the limits of a doctoral dissertation. 

Furthermore, the former observations have revealed numerous characteristics of this social 

group. However, some previously studied elements still need reconsideration due to the re-

sults of historical studies made in the recent years. Therefore, the thesis deals with the rela-

tions between the political system and the second-tier élite and the nature of the distinction 

between this stratum and the leading élite among the older topics. The dissertation intends 

to take a benefit of the prosopographical studies made in the last few decades about the 

Byzantine ruling stratum, including several representatives of the second-tier élite. The the-

sis makes an attempt to give a little contribution to this field too. The observation also treats 

other elements and characteristics of the stratum such as family policy, intermarriage and 

power techniques. One of the main questions of this investigation is how much authority the 

second-tier élite possessed and how its members were able to manipulate the course of events 

to protect their own interests. The dissertation also concerns the attitude of the stratum to-

wards office- and titleholding that were essential elements of this social group in theory. The 

observation of these selected details may increase our knowledge about the second-tier élite. 

To achieve its goals, the thesis performs the main observation in case studies. Neverthe-

less, the main body of the study is divided into five thematical units, chapters 2–6. The ar-

rangement of these sections follows a principle that decreases the scope of observation with 

one exception. Chapter 2 deals with two main subjects: the nature of the Komnenian regime 

and the leading élite, and the position and opportunities of the second-tier élite in general. 

This part sets the political frames, in which the second-tier élite could function. Chapter 3 

observes some selected families of the stratum in order to analyse the stability of the social 

group and the effects of several factors (e. g. family policy) on the level of families. Chapter 

4 turns to the individuals of the élite. This part intends to reveal the techniques applied by 

individuals to progress in the bureaucracy. The chapter also treats several phenomena that 

have been examined in relation to the families, but the focus shifts onto their influence on 

the individuals. Chapter 5 deals with distinct affairs recorded in official documents. The 

main function of this part is that it focuses on the local élites of the provinces since the other 

chapters treat the circumstances of the Constantinopolitan elements of the stratum. Chapter 

6 is the only one, which does not completely suit the aforementioned principle of the ar-

rangement and structure. The position of this part is justified by the fact that it observes 
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phenomena, which are related to the bureaucratic nature the élite and thus related to all the 

other chapters from a certain viewpoint. These phenomena are the offices and the court titles. 

The chapter examines selected letter collections for the attitude of the stratum towards the 

two essential features of Byzantine officialdom. The general approach of this thesis could 

cause problems in the cohesion of the narrative, but a considerable effort is made to avoid 

these issues and to provide a cohesive study on the second-tier élite. 

1. 1 Defining the élite: The historiography and the definition of Byzantine ruling stra-

tum 

Studying the historiography of second-tier élite, one cannot ignore the problems of the 

whole stratum appearing throughout decades of modern scholarly. There is a long history of 

research on the existence and nature of élite and aristocracy. Yet even after so many years 

and beside numerous attempts and theories about the ruling stratum of Byzantine society, 

there is no clear agreement among historians on this field. Therefore, this chapter deals with 

the past researches on the entire social group beside a focus on the second-tier élite and the 

problems of its definition. 

Before we turn to the terminological issue of aristocracy and élite, we must treat a more 

fundamental problem, the Byzantine attitude towards social classification. The vocabulary 

applied by the Byzantine authors provides only a part of this problem. The cultural back-

ground of this terminology, the system of thoughts and the authors’ purposes of using the 

specific terms allow us to better understand the relations between opinions and social reality 

in the past. Michael Psellos’ contemplation on the political tradition and Niketas Choniates’ 

narrative about the triumphal march, not to mention other intellectuals from Byzantium, in-

dicate the cultural need of the classification of the society or the élite at least.3 Kazhdan 

collected and analysed the Byzantine references to the elements of the Byzantine ‘aristoc-

racy’ in details.4 Although Neville does not oppose the division of the Byzantine society in 

general, her argument on the importance of personal ties in the empire and their social 

                                                             
3 Psellos lists some strata, the best (aristoi), the nobles (eugenes), and ordinary people (agenes) in a short 

comparison of Greek and Roman political tradition in his historical work: Psellos, Chronographia, 6. 134; 

Describing a triumph of Manuel I, Choniates mentions several groups following the emperor in the march like 

‘renowned blood relations”, ‘ministers of senatorial rank”, and ‘illustrious dignitaries who enjoyed the em-

peror’s favor”, Choniates, History, ed. van Dieten, vol. 1, p. 158, ll. 72–75, trans. Magoulias, p. 90. 
4 Kazhdan and Ronchey, L’aristocrazia, pp. 67–92. This book is an Italian translation and a revised edition of 

Kazhdan’s classic work, which influenced the study of Byzantine aristocracy for decades: Alexander Kazhdan, 

Социальный состав господствующего класса Византии XI—XII вв. (Moscow, 1974). 
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aspects shows the complexity of interpretation.5 The aforementioned examples for Byzan-

tine views indicate further problems. Psellos’ argument definitely fell under the influence of 

ancient tradition. Choniates’ visual description about the triumphal march of the imperial 

court raises the question on the correlation between the court hierarchy and the stratification 

of the élite.6 These problems of interpretation engendered by the characteristics of the Byz-

antine social structure and, particularly, those of the élite. 

The Byzantine Empire had a relatively open society. Therefore, it is difficult to distin-

guish clear strata or to reveal the nature and essence of social groups.7 Furthermore, an open 

society easily suffered considerable changes throughout the centuries. The lack of any legal 

categorization of aristocracy is another key characteristic of Byzantine society that has pre-

vented the contemporaries and the modern scholars from distinguishing separate strata 

clearly.8 Thus it is not surprising that the contemporary writers had different terminologies 

and definitions for the social élite of their times. 

The uncertainty around the Byzantine ruling stratum has caused a long dispute among 

the historians. Most of the Byzantinists has agreed on the existence of aristocracy in Byzan-

tium.9 Only a few scholar has expressed doubt about the aforementioned phenomena, and 

has used the terms élite or meritocracy, stressing the meritocratic nature of the ruling stratum 

throughout the entire history of Byzantium.10 There is no consequent use of the term ‘élite’ 

in the literature: beside those historians who deny the concept of aristocracy, several scholars 

apply it as a general term for the ruling stratum, recognizing the historical problem of the 

development and periodical existence of Byzantine aristocracy.11 Kazhdan represents 

                                                             
5 Neville, Authority, pp. 68–69. It is true, however, that Neville gave this argument, dealing with the tenth-

century distinction of dynatoi and village communities, and she ends her study on the provincial society with 

the reign of Alexios I. Yet her final statement on the problem has no chronological determination that makes 

it necessary to treat her opinion in regard to the twelfth-century circumstances too. 
6 Kazhdan stresses that Byzantines had not developed any clear idea of court as a separated social element: 

Alexander P. Kazhdan and Michael Cormick, ‘The Social World of the Byzantine Court’, in Henry Maguire 

(ed.) Byzantine Court Culture from 829–1204 (Washington, DC, 1997), pp. 172–75. 
7 Paul Magdalino, ‘Byzantine Snobbery’, in Byzantine Aristocracy, pp. 58–63. 
8 Magdalino, ‘Snobbery’, pp. 63–64; Jean-Claude Cheynet, ‘The Byzantine Aristocracy (8th–13th Centuries)’, 
in: Cheynet, Aristocracy, no. 1, p. 1. 
9 Kazhdan and Ronchey, L’aristocrazia, pp. 51–52. 
10 Doubts about Byzantine aristocracy has been expressed since the beginning of the debate over the structure 

of Byzantine society, Kazhdan and Ronchey, L’aristocrazia, pp. 51–52. The scepticism grew in the last few 

decades. Haldon suggests a considerably later development of a possible aristocracy than Ostrogorsky, Ka-

zhdan or Cheynet: John Haldon, ‘Social Élites, Wealth, and Power’, in Social History, pp. 189–90. Krallis also 

prefers to use the term ‘élite” in his recent article: Dimitris Krallis, ‘Urbane warriors: smoothing out tensions 

between soldiers and civilians in Attaleiates’ encomium to Emperor Nikephoros III Botaneiates,’ in Marc D. 

Lauxtermann and Mark Whittow (eds.), Byzantium in the Eleventh Century: Being in Between. Papers from 

the 45th Spring Symposium of Byzantine Studies, Exeter College, Oxford, 24-6 March 2012 (London and New 

York, 2017), pp. 154–168. Cf. J.-C. Cheynet, ‘Byzantine Aristocracy’, p. 1. 
11 See Haldon’s and Krallis’s aforementioned studies. 
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another method by designating élite the leading faction of aristocracy and defining the three 

structural levels in the highest echelon of the Byzantine society: the ruling class, the aristoc-

racy and the élite.12 Haldon underlines the problematic characteristic of the theory of élite 

that is the multitude of aspects, from which such a stratum can be defined. Social, intellec-

tual, power or institutional élites not necessarily include the same segments of a society.13 In 

this dissertation, the entire élite, in its broader meaning, is identical with the ruling stratum 

due to the differences from Kazhdan’s concept in several terms. The main function of the 

term élite is to specify a part of the ruling stratum, the second-tier élite, without any reference 

to the aristocratic nature of the social group. However, it is worth noting that there is no 

attempt in this study to disclaim the phenomenon of aristocracy. This segment of the society 

is included by the élite as a whole. Nevertheless, it is difficult to determine the correlation 

between Byzantine aristocracy and élite in the long twelfth century due to the problems 

around the definition of the former category. 

The definition of Byzantine aristocracy gives an ambiguous part of modern historiog-

raphy.14 Scholars face difficulty, determining the factors, which defined the aristocracy. De-

spite the long history of modern research on this stratum, little attempt at a detailed expla-

nation of the nature of aristocratic status was made until Kazhdan’s work. Kazhdan 

apparently affirms the Byzantines’ own idea of aristocracy, which stresses the primacy of 

reputation (whether it was defined by birth or morality in the sources). Nonetheless, the 

Russian Byzantinist also marks wealth and function as significant factors of this status.15 

Cheynet considers only prominence as the essence of aristocratic rank, adding that the suc-

cess of a lineage became apparent in long term.16 He also stresses the significance of military 

service in gaining appropriate prestige for the family in Byzantium.17 Cheynet’s remarks on 

the nature of Byzantine aristocracy still maintains their validity. Other elements, such as 

economic status, office, title, generally characterised the élite, and prominence was the factor 

                                                             
12 Kazhdan and Ronchey, L’aristocrazia, pp. 61–62; Kazhdan and Cormick, ‘The Social World of the Byzan-

tine Court’, p. 167. Nevertheless, this strictly-defined distinction between the three social categories has ap-

parently not become a popular theory among the scholars. 
13 Haldon, ‘Social Élites’, pp. 168–74. 
14 Some scholars usually referred to ‘nobility’. Recently, Byzantinists intend to avoid this term in order to 

distinguish the Byzantine aristocratic stratum from the legally defined group of nobles in Western Europe: 

Jean-Claude Cheynet, ‘The Byzantine Aristocracy in the 10th–12th Centuries: A Review of a Book by A. Ka-

zhdan and S. Ronchey’, in Cheynet, Aristocracy, no. 2, p. 2; Paul Magdalino, ‘Court Society and Aristocracy,’ 

in Social History, pp. 218–19. 
15 Kazhdan and Ronchey, L’aristocrazia, pp. 61–141. 
16 Cheynet, Pouvoir, pp. 253–57, 259. 
17 Cheynet, Pouvoir, pp. 257–58. 
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that raised the aristocratic houses from the families around the administration. Nevertheless, 

the essential nature of aristocracy provides only a side of this manifold issue. 

The problem of definition was accompanied by the question of the elements that the 

élite (or aristocracy) included. Dividing the stratum by function into two groups was, and 

still is, a popular concept among the historians of Byzantine society as the survey of Kazhdan 

clearly shows.18 One of these factions was the aristocracy by birth, which was usually con-

sidered as the provincial, landowning or military faction. The other group was defined by 

service, which was identified with the civil, bureaucratic or Constantinopolitan aristocracy. 

The different terms used by the scholars to denote the elements of élite or aristocracy shows 

the several aspects and moments that occurs when someone attempts to describe these 

groups.19 Nevertheless, not only terminology caused problem among the historians. 

Byzantinists had a debate over relations between the two factions of Byzantine élite (or 

aristocracy). For a long time, scholars were led to the hypothesis that there was a serious 

rivalry between the civil and the military aristocracy for hegemony and influence over the 

imperial court. Among the supporters of this theory, Georg Ostrogorsky gave the most inte-

grating analysis of the political conflict.20 In the last few decades, however, several studies 

contradicted the opposing nature of the relation, and they stressed the connections and cor-

relations between the two factions.21 The significance of this issue in relation to our concern 

is given by the fact that scholars have tended to identify the distinction between the first-tier 

and second-tier élites of the Komnenian period with the division between the military and 

                                                             
18 Kazhdan and Ronchey, L’aristocrazia, pp. 52–56. 
19 See Kazhdan and Ronchey, L’aristocrazia, pp. 51–57. For long time, the most of scholars connected the rise 

of the aristocracy, especially the emergence of the military faction, to feudalization in Byzantium. For the most 

consequent analysis of this concept, see George Ostrogorsky, History of the Byzantine State, trans. Joan Hussey 

(Oxford, 1968), pp. 329–31, 371–72; idem, ‘Observations on the Aristocracy in Byzantium’, DOP, 25 (1971), 

pp. 1–32 passim. However, nowadays, historians mostly deny the existence of feudalization in the empire 

collaterally with the recent scepticism about the phenomenon in Western Europe. On the Byzantine matters, 

see J.-C. Cheynet, ‘Byzantine Aristocracy’, pp. 30–42; cf. John Haldon, ‘The feudalism debate once more: the 

case of Byzantium’, The Journal of Peasant Studies, 17 (1989), pp. 5–40 (showing a supporting attitude to-

wards the feudal nature of Byzantium in regard to production). On the Western problem, see Elizabeth A. R. 
Brown, ‘The Tyranny of a Construct: Feudalism and Historians of Medieval Europe’, AHR 79/4 (1974), pp. 

1063–88; Susan Reynolds, Fiefs and Vassals: The Medieval Evidence Reinterpreted (Oxford, 1994). 
20 Ostrogorsky, Byzantine State, pp. 320–50, 356–75 passim. Other supporters of the struggle are also worth 

mentioning: Carl Neumann, Die Weltstellung des byzantinisches Reiches vor den Kreuzzügen (Leipzig, 1894), 

pp. 48–65; Joan M. Hussey, ‘The later Macedonians, the Comneni and the Angeli, 1025–1204’, in Joan M. 

Hussey, John B. Bury and Henry M. Gwatkin (eds.), Cambridge Medieval History, vol. 4.1: Byzantium and its 

Neighbours (Cambridge, 1966), pp. 194–95. 
21 Cheynet, Pouvoir, pp. 191–98; Walter E. Kaegi, ‘The Controversy about Bureaucratic and Military Factions’, 

BF 19 (1993), pp. 25–33; Haldon, ‘Social Élites’, 184–86; Krallis, ‘Urbane warriors’, passim. Recently, 

Zdenko Zlatar argues for a more rigid distinction between the civil and military factions, returning to Kazhdan’s 

approach: Zdenko Zlatar, Golden Byzantium: Imperial Power in Komnenian Constantinople (1081–1180) (Is-

tanbul, 2015), pp. 285–323. 
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civil factions.22 Therefore, the nature of the relation between the groups of the ruling stratum 

is not an irrelevant question regarding the circumstances of the second-tier élite. 

The second-tier élite itself has a curious position in the modern historiography. Several 

Byzantinists have studied this stratum, but the inconsistency of terminology and the different 

theories on the division of Byzantine society obscure our view on the study of this social 

group. The idea of second-tier élite originates from the oeuvre of Kazhdan who suggested 

the civil bureaucracy functioning as a second ranking aristocracy in the Komnenian period.23 

Kazhdan clearly embedded the theory of a second-tier élite into the traditional bipartite di-

vision of Byzantine aristocracy into military and civil factions, not to mention the wider 

definition of aristocratic status.24 Magdalino consequently designates this stratum the ‘sec-

ond-class aristocracy’ in his book about the government of Manuel I.25 Niels Gaul applies 

the definite term ‘second-tier élite’ to the social group behind the civil and church bureau-

cracy, doubting the aristocratic nature of this group. However, Gaul seemingly broadens the 

second rank of this stratum to the period preceding the Komnenian era too.26 These few 

references show the difficulties of the Byzantine social history. Gaul’s approach to a wider 

application of the term ‘second-tier élite’ draws attention to the validity of the vertical divi-

sion of Byzantine élite throughout the history of the empire. However, in my opinion, it is 

important to stress the changing factors of distinction between several social levels through 

centuries. It is question whether the same elements of Byzantine society can be found in the 

second-tier élite of the eleventh century and that of the following period. Before we deal 

with the concerns of the dissertation about the definition of the second-tier élite, it is bene-

ficial to describe the Byzantine ruling stratum in the eleventh century. 

The Byzantine ruling stratum was a ‘pseudo-meritocratic’ élite in the eleventh century.27 

The social rank completely relied on the official career in the bureaucracy and the army. This 

                                                             
22 Ostrogorsky observes the Komnenian period as a final stage of the rivalry between the military and civil 
factions: Ostrogorsky, Byzantine State, p. 371; idem, ‘Observations’, p. 9. Kazhdan prefers the term ‘civil 

aristocracy’ to ‘second-class aristocracy’: Kazhdan and Wharton-Epstein, Change, pp. 62–70; Kazhdan and 

Ronchey, L’aristocrazia, pp. 110–11, 121–27, 130–31. 
23 Kazhdan and Ronchey, L’aristocrazia, p. 129; Mark C. Bartusis, ‘Aristocracy’, in ODB, vol. 1, p. 170. 
24 Kazhdan and Ronchey, L’aristocrazia, pp. 129, 146–52. 
25 Magdalino, Empire, pp. 188–89, 320–23. Although he uses a less consistent vocabulary in regard to this 

social group, he definitely analyses the cultural and political attitude of second-tier élite. 
26 Niels Gaul, ‘Rising Elites and Institutionalization – Ēthos/Mores – ‘Debts’ and Drafts. Three Concluding 

Steps towards Comparing Networks of Learning in Byzantium and the ‘Latin’ West, c. 1000–1200,’ in Sita 

Steckel, Niels Gaul and Michael Grünbart (eds.), Networks of Learning. Perspectives on Scholars in Byzantine 

East and Latin West, c. 1000–1200 (Zürich and Münster, 2014), pp. 240–41 (especially n. 29), 252 n. 95. 
27 Haldon, ‘Social élites’, p. 179. 
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situation was a heritage of the reorganisation of the empire after the Arab conquest.28 In the 

middle Byzantine political system, the imperial court had strong control over the administra-

tion, and the élite was highly dependent on imperial benevolence.29 The main income for the 

ruling stratum was based on service and the salaries given for the former.30 Despite the in-

creasing wealth of the élite, especially regarding landed property, the rebellions against the 

government of Basil II clearly show the dependence of the élite on offices granted by central 

government in the last decades of the tenth century.31 Nevertheless, the provincial estates 

and towns were the areas of some autonomy of the Byzantine élite due to the relative pas-

sivity of the central government in these territories.32 These are mainly some characteristics 

of the Byzantine ruling stratum in the eleventh century, which developed in the former cen-

turies. Therefore, they were essential attributes of the Byzantine élite. We should consider 

the idea that some of these elements probably characterised the second-tier élite in the Kom-

nenian period too. However, it is not the place were these correlations are discussed in de-

tails. Furthermore, the ruling stratum was influenced by other progresses, which mainly char-

acterised the eleventh century. 

This period included several new phenomena or rather tendencies, which increased the 

complexity and vulnerability of the political system. The development of urban life in the 

provinces did not decrease the significance of Constantinople. In contrary, the cultural, po-

litical and social positions of the capital grew in this time. However, the changes that backed 

the elevating importance of Constantinople had ambivalent consequences for the imperial 

government. Earlier, scholars tended to see this century as the period of the rivalry between 

the landholding military élite of the provinces and the civil bureaucracy of the capital.33 In 

truth, the magnates of the provinces began to keep their households in Constantinople instead 

                                                             
28 On the cultural, economic and social changes from the seventh to the ninth centuries, see Warren Treadgold, 

The History of Byzantine State and Society (Stanford, CA, 1999), pp. 371–413; John F. Haldon, Byzantium in 

the Seventh Century: The Transformation of a Culture (Cambridge, 1990), especially pp. 92–172, 324–435. 

Although the notion of a ‘senatorial élite’ appears both in the primary sources and in the secondary literature 

regarding the Byzantine élite, a distinction is drawn between the late Roman senatorial élite and the Byzantine 

élite. On the former social formation, see Michael T. W. Arnheim, The Senatorial Aristocracy in the Later 
Roman Empire (Oxford, 1972). However, the continuity between the late antique and Byzantine social stratum 

is dubious: Haldon, ‘Social élites’, 178–79; John Haldon, ‘The Fate of the Late Roman Senatorial Elite: Ex-

tinction or Transformation?’, in John Haldon and Lawrence I. Conrad (eds.), The Byzantine and Early Islamic 

Near East: 6. Elites Old and New in the Byzantine and Early Islamic East (Princeton, NJ, 2004), pp. 184–207. 
29 Haldon, ‘Social élites’, pp. 178–79. 
30 Nicolas Oikonomides, ‘Title and Income at the Byzantine Court’, in Henry Maguire (ed.), Byzantine Court 

Culture from 829 to 1204 (Washington, DC, 1997), pp. 200–202; Haldon, ‘Social élites’, p. 179. 
31 Catherine Holmes, Basil II and the Governance of Empire (Oxford, 2005), pp. 462–65. 
32 Michael Angold, ‘Archons and Dynasts: Local Aristocracies and the Cities of the Later Byzantine Empire’, 

in Byzantine Aristocracy, pp. 240–41; Neville, Authority, pp. 39, 45–47; Haldon, ‘Social élites’, pp. 179–80, 

190–91. 
33 See page 16 and also note 20. 
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of their old residences in the provincial towns or the countryside. This was the so-called 

Constantinopolisation of the ruling stratum.34 This trend gave the emperors an opportunity 

to gain a stronger control over the élite. In the same time, the cultural influence of transform-

ing provincial élite on the imperial court and the government further increased.35 This sup-

ported the further expansion of the importance of ancestry and family names in the élite.36 

By the end of the century at latest, the extended family rose again due to the aforementioned 

elements of the development of the élite.37 The slow transformation of the élite to the capital 

resulted in a more fractional ruling stratum. This caused a more intensive factional politics 

that gave higher pressure on the government together with other factors such as the increas-

ing political power of the Constantinopolitan ‘people’ and the problem of imperial legiti-

macy after the extinction of the male lineage of the Macedonian dynasty.38 The imperial 

court was a territory of more temporary and unstable political formations in this period.39 

Most of these changes were crucial for the second-tier élite in the following era too. The idea 

of the ancestry and the extended family greatly influenced the Komnenian court culture and 

the whole ruling stratum. Furthermore, this dissertation will repeatedly demonstrate the en-

during significance of Constantinople in several parts. 

After the ascendance of the Komnenian dynasty, major changes occurred in the political 

culture and system. One of the most important characteristics was the growing significance 

of the kinship with the emperor in the political authority and the government. Through years 

or decades of development, the latter feature resulted in the appearance of a highly privileged 

group of imperial relatives as a distinct stratum on the peak of the Byzantine élite and the 

society.40 Several terms, first-tier élite, imperial kin or Komnenian aristocracy, can be ap-

plied according to the context and the emphasis on the several aspects of this social for-

mation. The widely accepted theory is that the development of the first-tier élite caused the 

crystallisation of the Komnenian second-tier élite, a lower stratum of families and individu-

als who were expelled from the highest echelon of the society due to the lack of 

                                                             
34 Hélène Ahrweiler, ‘Recherches sur la société byzantine au XIe siècle : nouvelles hiérarchies et nouvelles 

solidarités’, TM 6 (1976), pp. 104–10. 
35 Yet this latter phenomenon is not connected directly with the Constantinopolisation of the élite by the schol-

ars: Kazhdan and Wharton-Epstein, Change, pp. 104–16; Haldon, ‘Social élites’, pp. 183–85. Haldon also 

stresses the vague distinction of élite and government, a problem mentioned above on page 14 note 6. 
36 Jean-Claude Cheynet, ‘Aristocratic Anthroponymy in Byzantium’, in Cheynet, Aristocracy, no. 3, pp. 8–10. 
37 Kazhdan and Wharton-Epstein, Change, pp. 99–104. 
38 Michael Angold, ‘Belle époque or crisis?’, in Jonathan Shepard (ed.), The Cambridge history of the Byzan-

tine Empire c. 500–1492 (Cambridge, 2008), pp. 588–89; Telemachos C. Lounghis, ‘The Byzantine Historians 

on Politics and People from 1042 to 1081’, Byzantion, 72 (2002), pp. 381–403. 
39 Haldon, ‘Social élites’, pp. 184–85. 
40 Magdalino, Empire, pp. 180–201; Kazhdan and Ronchey, L’aristocrazia, pp. 117–120. 
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consanguinity or marital alliance with the imperial families.41 This process needs further 

investigation however, since the nature of the Komnenian politics and the role of kinship is 

recently open to debate again.42 Of course, the discussion on the Komnenian political system 

and the leading élite is only a part of the study on the second-tier élite, which rarely received 

a clear and detailed definition. 

The second-tier élite itself and its distinction from the leading élite raise numerous ques-

tions. Firstly, the separation of the two strata concerns the vertical division of the élite and 

its chronological aspects. The most common idea of the second-tier élite considers this spe-

cific social group a twelfth-century phenomenon below a narrow circle of imperial kin. Was 

vertical stratification not a characteristic of the eleventh century too? From another view-

point, can we approach the élite of the pre-Komnenian period with vertical categorisation 

too? These questions lead to the chronological correlation between the ‘long’ twelfth century 

and the transformation of the élite into the structure that is usually regarded as a characteristic 

of the period. The description of the second-tier élite cannot be accomplished without the 

definition of the leading élite. In truth, the changes in the first-tier élite must have determined 

the nature of the lower group primarily. Therefore, the characteristics of the leading élite and 

its development throughout the ‘long’ twelfth century are among the key subjects of the 

analysis. The character of the highest echelon of the Byzantine society finally leads to the 

problem of distinction. The chronological aspects and the constant development of the élite 

in the period increase the complexity of the issue. What factors determined the distinction 

between the leading élite and the second-tier élite? Was there any change in these compo-

nents in the era? The observation of these questions must be the starting point of our inves-

tigation. Nevertheless, several details of the second-tier élite itself are a matter of discussion. 

The bottom limit of the second-tier élite is even a more problematic issue. The question 

is whether this line is identical with the boundaries of the administration. Such correlation 

can be found in the civil administration, but not in the army and the church. The latter insti-

tutions evidently involved social elements out of the élite.43 The local élites of the provinces 

                                                             
41 Magdalino, Empire, pp. 188–89. 
42 For a more detailed analysis of the conditions, in which these strata developed and functioned, see Chapter 

2. 
43 One cannot argue that scholars have not paid attention to the social composition of the Komnenian army. On 

this topic, see John Haldon, Warfare, State and Society in the Byzantine World, 565–1204 (London, 1999), pp. 

268–70, 274; Mark C. Bartusis, Land and Privilege in Byzantium: The Institution of Pronoia (Cambridge, 

2012), pp. 160–62. Yet former analyses tended to take the strict distinction between civil and military elements 

of the concurrent Byzantine society as a fundamental idea of scholarly argument on this field. Kazhdan, an 

inventor of the idea of second-tier élite emphasises the civil nature of this stratum, and apparently excludes the 

military officers into the circles of the imperial kin and, probably, the provincial élite: Kazhdan and Ronchey, 

L’aristocrazia, pp. 146–48. 
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appear to participate in the provincial government and in the administration of the dioceses 

and archdioceses as well as they competed for positions in the central bureaucracy.44 Thus, 

it is a question whether the (lesser) provincial bureaucrats and (partly) the officials at the 

courts of the bishops and metropolitans represented the lowest levels of the second-tier élite 

or they belonged to a separated stratum. The correlation and distinction between the second-

tier élite and a middling stratum of urban society is another problem.45 

It is an interesting question how the model of Byzantine aristocracy conforms with the 

division of the élite. The main problem is what was the relation between the bottom limit of 

the aristocratic status and the border between the first-tier and the second-tier élite. The thesis 

acknowledges the definition of aristocracy given by Cheynet, which stresses the importance 

of the reputation and fame of the ancestry. Two aspects of the correlation between the aris-

tocracy the division of the élite should be taken into account. Firstly, the aristocratic status 

had possibly crystalised before the imperial kin separated as a distinct social group.46 Sec-

ondly, the main factors of the first-tier élite were not completely similar to the elements of 

the definition of the aristocracy as we have already seen. Therefore, the borders of these 

categories were probably not identical. While the imperial kin completely belonged to the 

aristocracy, the second-tier élite was a mélange of aristocratic houses and families of humble 

origin.47 

These are the essential points, on which the analysis of the second-tier élite is established 

in this dissertation. Some elements indicate the uncertainties regarding the stratum due to 

the nature of our source material. Furthermore, the argument here may contain some strong 

statements and presumptions at several points. This study intends to give more detailed ex-

planations to these problematic factors in the remaining parts. 

1. 2 Sources 

The complexity of the topic is manifest in the foundation of the historical study, the 

sources, in several aspects. The source material of this dissertation represents a wide variety 

                                                             
44 Judith Herrin, ‘Realities of Byzantine Provincial Government: Hellas and Peloponnesos, 1180-1205’, DOP, 

29 (1975), pp. 261, 264–65, 270, 275–76; Neville, Authority, p. 100. 
45 These questions are discussed in subchapter 2. 2, especially on pages 52–56. 
46 Even if the governmental significance of imperial relatives had longer tradition in the Byzantine politics, 

they did not necessarily constitute a separate stratum inside the élite before the twelfth century. In the earlier 

centuries, the kin merely blended in the leading élite of high-ranking servants. Cf. Cheynet, Pouvoir, p. 253; 

Cheynet, ‘Byzantine Aristocracy’, no. 1, pp. 4–18. 
47 Some families, such as the Skleroi, the Tessarakontapecheis and the Tornikai, had aristocratic status despite 

their exclusion from the leading élite. The representatives of these houses shared official positions with indi-

viduals with ordinary background, Aristenoi, Belissariotai, Choniatai, Pantechnai etc. 
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of types and genres on the one hand.48 The second-tier élite can be analysed in many ways, 

since its members appear in sources as agents presented by texts and also as the creators of 

texts on the other hand. This stratum created the majority of written sources in the long 

twelfth century. Partially forming the bureaucracy of the civil and church administration, 

numerous representatives of second-tier élite received fine education in rhetoric and other 

abilities for writing.49 However, this social group, mostly, did not write for itself, but at 

request or in duty. The professional intellectuals paid for literary production composed a 

separated social group, or belonged to the middle stratum. Still, this latter stratum did not 

exclude the second-tier élite from intellectual activity. At this point, it is worth noting that 

the whole study mainly deals with written sources, and pays considerably less attention to 

the material culture.50 

The first group of written sources includes the historical works written in or about the 

long twelfth century.51 Regarding both aforementioned aspects, this period is rich of histo-

riography manifesting in several forms.52 Although the entire era is treated by the different 

historical narratives, the reign of John II Komnenos less attracted the attention of the Byz-

antine historians.53 Beside the notable exceptions of Nikephoros Bryennios’ Material for 

History and Anna Komnene’s Alexiad, historical works were written by the members of the 

second-tier élite: John Skylitzes, John Zonaras, Constantine Manasses, John Kinnamos, Mi-

chael Glykas and Niketas Choniates. Despite the slight homogeneity in the social back-

ground, these works were created for different reasons and aims, and, hence, represent sev-

eral styles and tones. 

According to the characteristics mentioned above, scholars can use historical works for 

different aspects in their studies on the second-tier élite. One can search for information on 

                                                             
48 Nevertheless, the genres of Byzantine literature do not form a simple issue: Margaret Mullett, ‘The Madness 

of Genre’, DOP, 46 (1992), pp. 233–43. 
49 Gaul, ‘Rising Elites’, pp. 251–58. 
50 There are several volumes treating the Byzantine literature of the long twelfth century: Herbert Hunger, Die 

hochsprachliche profane Literatur der Byzantiner, 2 vols. (Munich, 1978). With a special interest on the Kom-
nenian period, further studies have been published: Herbert Hunger, Die byzantinische Literatur der Komne-

nenzeit: Versuch einer Neubewertung (Vienna, 1968); Alexander Kazhdan and Simon Franklin, Studies on 

Byzantine literature in the eleventh and twelfth centuries (London, 1984); Ingela Nilsson, Raconter Byzance: 

la littérature au XIIe siècle (Paris, 2014). 
51 On the Byzantine historiography of the period, see Warren Treadgold, The middle Byzantine historians (Ba-

singstoke, 2013), especially pp. 329–456.  
52 Byzantine historiography was traditionally divided into chronicles and histories for many decades. Hunger’s 

description is a good example for this concept: Hunger, Literatur der Byzantiner, pp. 243–504. Ljubarskij 

counters this approach, regarding chronography and historiography as stages in a general development of the 

Byzantine historical writing: Jakov Ljubarskij, ‘Quellenforschung and/or literary criticism: Narrative Struc-

tures in Byzantine Historical Writings’, SOsl, 73/1 (1998), pp. 5–22. 
53 For new literature on John II Komnenos, see pages 32–37. 
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the social stratum in the historical narratives on the one hand. In the last few decades, schol-

ars started to pay more attention to the literary values of Byzantine historiography on the 

other.54 In regard to the first aspect or use, histories can be applied with less result. They 

mainly focus on events and phenomena in an imperial scale, in which the lower members of 

élite played less important roles. Thus, the vast majority of the second-tier élite was out of 

the attention of contemporary historians. In connection with the literary values, an analysis 

of political and social views owned by representatives of this stratum can give greater 

achievements, due to the usual social background of the authors. This is the reason why some 

historians whose works did not deal with the twelfth century itself are included in the schol-

arly discussion on the latter subject too. Nevertheless, historical works are mainly applied 

for the first aspect in this dissertation. Since the political views of historians have been stud-

ied in several articles or volumes, and a detailed analysis of this topic would overpass the 

limits of this work, I do not include an investigation on this specific theme in the disserta-

tion.55 

The period under discussion slightly lacks traditional hagiographical literature in com-

parison to other eras. This paucity is unfortunate for historical studies, since saints’ lives are 

valuable sources for the analysis of medieval societies, especially for investigation on local 

communities.56 Nevertheless, hagiographical orations or oratorical hagiography increased in 

the period. The Life of Niketas of Chonai written by Michael Choniates gives a fine example 

of this latter type.57 The creation of hagiography became a responsibility of the lay church 

officials instead of the monastic communities.58 Therefore, like in the case of historiography, 

hagiographical literature was dominated by the second-tier élite. However, due to the narrow 

amount of this material, it provides little evidence valuable for this study. 

The official documents and charters are highly significant sources of information on the 

second-tier élite. Since the second-tier élite gave the main body of bureaucracy in the civil 

                                                             
54 A good example of this approach is a volume of studies edited by Macrides: Ruth Macrides (ed.), History as 

Literature in Byzantium: Papers from the Fortieth Spring Symposium of Byzantine Studies, University of Bir-
mingham, April 2007 (Farnham, 2010). 
55 The political attitude of Byzantine historians, sometimes through a more specific topic, is analysed by Ka-

zhdan and Franklin, Byzantine Literature, pp. 23–86 (several Komnenian writers are compared with Attalei-

ates), 256–86; Paul Magdalino, ‘Aspects of the Twelfth-Century Byzantine Kaiserkritik’, Speculum 58 (1983): 

pp. 326–46; Leonora Neville, Heroes and Romans in twelfth-century Byzantium: the material for history of 

Nikephoros Bryennios (Cambridge, 2012); Alicia Simpson, Niketas Choniates: a historiographical study (Ox-

ford, 2013). 
56 Such application of hagiography and the importance of this genre is clearly visible in the work of Leonora 

Neville on the provincial society: Neville, Authority, especially pp. 119–164. 
57 Michael Choniates, Σωζόμενα, vol. 1, pp. 24–71. 
58 Paul Magdalino, ‘The Byzantine Holy Man in the Twelfth Century’, in Sergei Hackel (ed.), The Byzantine 

Saint (New York, 2001), pp. 51–66, especially pp. 52–55; idem, Empire, p. 318. 
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and ecclesiastical administration, the documents of the government and the church records 

the members of this stratum in a considerable number. Unfortunately, all the lay archives 

throughout the old empire, including the imperial one, got absolutely devastated. Further-

more, monastic material suffered great losses, but some collections remained in several mon-

asteries. The greatest existing archives can be found in the Athonite monasteries. Further 

documents of the long twelfth century remained in collections connected to Chios, Patmos 

and Latros too. Due to the prevalence and the nature of the archiving institutes, Byzantine 

documents cover only a restricted area of the empire in regard to both geographic and ad-

ministrative aspects. Moreover, there are significant changes in the number of monastic doc-

uments throughout the period. For example, the reign of John II appears poor in this sort of 

written sources. Still this material can give important information about the current political 

system, some local élites and the relation between the several social groups of the Komne-

nian Empire. 

Byzantine letters have gained significant attention from the scholars in the last few dec-

ades.59 Epistolography provides new aspects in the historical studies on Byzantine society. 

For example, this material can give important and highly useful sources for network stud-

ies.60 The scholarly interest on epistolography was not always high. Jenkins had some doubts 

about the suitability of Byzantine letters for historical analysis due to their floridity and am-

biguity.61 However, the early critical editions of Byzantine letter collections rather show 

historical interest.62 Numerous letters written by several members of the second-tier élite 

have remained from the period. The number or frequency of letters, however, considerably 

changes by each author. The epistolography of Theophylaktos of Ochrid and Michael Cho-

niates, archbishop of Athens provides the two richest collections, each containing more than 

hundred specimens. In the same time, we can find only few remaining letters in the case of 

                                                             
59 Numerous studies have been published concerning the Byzantine epistolography. A volume is partly dedi-

cated to this specific topic: Wolfram Hörandner and Michael Grünbart (ed.), L’épistolographie et la poésie 

épigrammatique : projets actuels et questions de méthodologie ; actes de la 16e Table ronde organisée par 

Wolfram Hörandner et Michael Grünbart dans le cadre du XXe Congrès international des Études byzantines, 
Collège de France - Sorbonne, Paris, 19-25 Août 2001 (Paris, 2003). 
60 This potential has not been exploited completely yet. Nevertheless, Margaret Mullett’s chapters on the net-

work of Theophylaktos of Ohrid in her volume about the archbishop’s letters are fine examples of this field: 

Margaret Mullett, Theophylact of Ochrid: Reading the Letters of a Byzantine Archbishop (Birmingham, 1997), 

pp. 163–222. It is also worth mentioning that Michael Grünbart analysed the network of several individuals in 

the twelfth century: Michael Grünbart, ‘ ‘Tis love warm’d us. Reconstructing networks in 12th century Byzan-

tium’, Revue Belge de philology et d’histoire, 83/2 (2005), pp. 301–13. The methods of network analysis 

mainly work in the case of a relatively rich individual collection of correspondences: Mullett, Theophylact, pp. 

166–67. 
61 Romilly J. H. Jenkins, ‘The Hellenistic Origins of Byzantine Literature’, DOP, 17 (1963), pp. 45–46. 
62 Athanase Markopoulos, ‘Problèmes rélatifs à l’epistolographie byzantine. L’absence de commentaires’, in 

Hörandner and Grünbart (ed.), L’épistolographie et la poésie épigrammatique, p. 57. 
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other individuals. The inconsistency of the material is strengthened by the fact that a vast 

majority of writers were clerics. Nevertheless, epistolography is given more significance by 

its characteristic that it provides evidence from the several subaltern periods of the epoch. 

Theophylaktos of Ohrid informs us on circumstances during the reign of Alexios I, while 

George Tornikes, metropolitan of Ephesus tells information on the middle of the twelfth 

century, and the Choniates brothers on the last decades before the fall of Constantinople (and 

the following years). In this dissertation, letters play an important role, since the last main 

chapter focuses on this source material, analysing the value of office and title holding in 

narratives. 

One cannot underestimate the importance of orations in the analysis of the second-tier 

élite. Speeches, especially the encomia, composed a popular genre in the current imperial 

court. These works were very important to the members of the second-tier élite, since ora-

tions presented by them in literary gatherings (theatra) or official ceremonies could support 

their advancement.63 Encomia to emperors or any members of the imperial kin were typical, 

but other topics, such as the mourning of a deceased acquaintance, also appear in the orator-

ical works. Numerous speeches have remained from several authors such as Nikephoros 

Basilakes, George Tornikes, Demetrios Tornikes, Eustathios of Thessalonike or the Choni-

ates brothers. Several orations were dedicated to different members of the second-tier élite 

too. These works give interesting and occasionally very important bibliographical infor-

mation about the addressees that raises our main interest here. 

The apogee of the educated urban élite in the eleventh and twelfth century was accom-

panied with the apex of Byzantine poetry in the same period.64 Poems might have made for 

several reasons, but a great number, if not the majority, of verses was written on commission. 

These works cover a wide range of genres from panegyric to epithet and numerous topics 

from celebration to natural disaster. The greatest anthology of twelfth-century poetry re-

mained in the thirteenth-century Codex Marciana 524, a collection of works from known 

and unknown authors.65 The commission, the main motive behind Byzantine poetry in the 

                                                             
63 On the phenomenon of theatron, see Margaret Mullett, ‘Aristocracy and patronage in the literary circles of 

Comnenian Constantinople’, in Byzantine Aristocracy, pp. 173–87; Michael Grünbart (ed.), Theatron: Rhetor-

ical Culture in Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages (Berlin, 2007). A similar situation characterised the con-

current Byzantine poetry too (see below). 
64 A considerable amount of literature has been published about the Byzantine poetry. The limits of this note 

allow only a mention of few examples: Marc D. Lauxtermann, Byzantine Poetry from Pisides to Geometres: 

Text and Context (Vienna, 2003); Floris Bernard and Kristoffel Demoen (eds.), Poetry and its Contexts in 

Eleventh-century Byzantium (Farnham, 2012); Floris Bernard, Writing and Reading Byzantine Secular Poetry, 

1025–1081 (Oxford, 2014). 
65 A forthcoming book provides us with a complete critical edition of the collections of unattributed poems 

from the Codex Marciana 524, the so-called Syllogae B and C, with translation and commentary: Foteini 
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period, attracts our particular interest regarding this intellectual and literary activity in this 

dissertation. Although the patronage was mainly, and not surprisingly, performed by the 

leading élite, the imperial kin, some representatives of the second-tier élite also had the 

means of financing intellectuals for their own purposes. Such background meant that both 

the first-tier and the second-tier élite are frequently represented in the concurrent poetry. 

Therefore, this source material provides us with prosopographical data and other information 

valuable for family histories.66 

Due to the massive devastation of Byzantine documents, the importance of lead seals 

considerably increased as sources of society and administration. The number of known bul-

lae exceedingly overpasses the remaining documents of monastic archives. Therefore, a vast 

majority of lead seals are discovered lonely without any attached document. Today, approx-

imately 80.000 pieces of seals are known, and are preserved in several collections throughout 

the world. In general, the sigillary material is an important source of analysing Byzantine 

administration or the cults of saints, and prosopography. Lead seals are widely used in this 

dissertation on different purposes. However, a special group of Byzantine bullae plays de-

serves a special attention in a study about the twelfth-century Byzantium. 

Lead seals have been discovered in significant numbers, which bear metrical verses. 

These bullae are called metrical seals in the modern historiography and sigillography. This 

kind of bullae gained high popularity in the eleventh and twelfth century. This phenomenon 

is connected to the rise of the educated urban élite in these centuries.67 Around 5000 metrical 

seals has been discovered, and a project has been started by Alexandra-Kyriaki Wassiliou-

Seibt for collecting all known pieces of bullae with metrical verses into one catalogue.68 The 

vast majority of these seals follows conventional patterns and contains highly repetitive 

texts. The usual metrical verse scribed on seal can be considered a finest work of literature 

with great difficulty. Even these texts primarily served the identification of the sealer. 

                                                             
Spingou (ed.), Poetry for the Komnenoi. The Anthologia Marciana. Syllogae B and C (Oxford, 2018). Further 
literature on the anthology: Foteini Spingou, ‘The Anonymous Poets of the Anthologia Marciana: Questions 

of Collection and Authorship’, in Aglae Pizzone (ed.) The Author in the Middle Byzantine Literature (Boston 

and Berlin, 2014), pp. 139–53. 
66 It is worth noting that the project ‘Byzantine Poetry in the ‘Long’ Twelfth Century (1081–1204): Texts and 

Contexts’ led by Andreas Rhoby has recently been launched at the Austrian Academy of Sciences. 
67 Laurent, Bulles métriques, pp. 3–5. In the time of his study on the metrical seals, Laurent could date the 

beginnings of the metrical seal to the middle eleventh century, yet later investigations and new evidence re-

vealed a significantly earlier development: Wassiliou-Seibt, Corpus, vol. 1, pp. 33–35. Still the increasing 

popularity of the metrical bullae in the eleventh and twelfth centuries was related to the rise of an educated 

bureaucracy in the same period with great possibility. 
68 Two of the three planned volumes have been published in 2011 and 2016 (for bibliographical data, see the 

list of abbreviations). 
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However, some metrical seal has highly personalised content on different ways that was 

capable to perform personal representation. The thesis includes a chapter particularly focus-

ing on the representation appearing on the metrical bullae of the second-tier élite. 

The source material of second-tier élite is rich in genres but slightly poor in numbers. 

The considerable damage of the original material, especially in the case of documents, cause 

significant differences in reachable data on the several areas of the whole topic. It becomes 

the most evident in regard to the local élites of different regions. Attica, Bulgaria, Thessalo-

nike (and the neighbouring districts), and Constantinople are relatively well-documented in 

the remaining source material, but the other parts of the empire lack satisfying amount of 

information. Nonetheless, the abundance of the genres of written sources provides the pos-

sibility of analysing many aspects of the history of second-tier élite in the period. Still, the 

limits of this thesis do not allow us to deal with all the aspects, and, hence, several sources 

gain less attention in the study.69 

                                                             
69 Any translation of Greek text where I do not refer to any translator is my own work. 
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2 The Komnenian political system and the élite 

The Byzantine second-tier élite cannot be separated from the political and social circum-

stances of the ‘long’ twelfth century. This stratum was a result of considerable changes 

within the government and the society in the form, which we know from the sources of the 

second half of the period at the latest. Since new discussion has recently begun about the 

nature of the Komnenian political system, it is beneficial to analyse and reconsider the rela-

tion between the élite and the political conditions according to the new concepts. The com-

position of the second-tier élite is closely connected to the existence of the leading élite, 

consequently, the imperial politics on the extended family of the emperor is a crucial ques-

tion. This chapter also deals with the possibilities of the second-tier élite at the higher levels 

of the administration. 

2. 1 The political system and the imperial relatives 

In order to have a clearer understanding of the conditions, in which the second-tier élite 

functioned in the ‘long’ twelfth century, it appears beneficial to analyse the concurrent po-

litical circumstances. The political system and culture of the imperial court and the admin-

istration definitely influenced the development and the life of this lower stratum. The Kom-

nenoi, following the attempts of the Doukas emperors, built a new policy, the so-called 

‘extended family government’.70 The functionality of this system is a complex issue, yet 

changes in the mechanism of the imperial court under the new dynasty definitely took con-

siderable effects on the structure of the Byzantine social élite. The nature of the extended 

family government got considerable attention from the modern scholarly.71 However, some 

aspects, which are crucial to understand the function of the second-tier élite too, need further 

investigation. Thus, in the few following pages, I intend to deal with Komnenian political 

system with a special focus on a crucial element of this structure that was the relation be-

tween the Doukai and the Komnenoi at least in the early period of the dynasty. 

                                                             
70 Magdalino, Empire, pp. 180–201; Paul Magdalino, ‘Innovations in government’, in Margaret Mullett and 

Dion Smythe (ed.), Alexios I Komnenos: Papers of the Second Belfast Byzantine International Colloquium, 

14-16 April 1989, (Belfast, 1996), pp. 147–53. In truth, Magdalino never uses the particular term ‘extended 

family government’ but ‘extended family’, ‘Comnenian system’ and ‘family regime’ in his studies. 
71 Beside Magdalino’s analyses mentioned above: Ostrogorsky, ‘Observations’, pp. 9–11; Michael Angold, 

The Byzantine Empire, 1025–1204: A Political History (London and New York, 1997), pp. 136–156, 241–259; 

Kazhdan and Wharton-Epstein, Change, pp. 69–70; Cheynet, Pouvoir, pp. 359–77, 413–58 (with a special 

interest in the conditions of concurrent conspiracies); Kazhdan and Ronchey, L’aristocazia, pp. 100–2, 114–

21. 
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The Komnenian system is traditionally defined by two major characteristics. These fea-

tures are the essential role of kinship in the imperial politics and the dominance of military 

nature concerning both the administration and the court culture. The former phenomenon is 

demonstrated by the predominance of imperial kin as candidates for the key positions of the 

government.72 This had strong connections with the other characteristic of the system, since 

the crucial offices were mainly military duties. The majority of the Komnenian leading élite 

also came from families primarily related to the army.73 It is not surprising therefore that the 

military nature highly influenced the concurrent court culture.74 However, the fact that some 

families of the first-tier élite, e. g. the Taronitai and later the Kamateroi, had strong connec-

tions to the civil administration too shows the ad-hoc nature of the correlation between the 

importance of family ties and military characteristic of the regime. Thus, the significance of 

kinship had several aspects, which were not related to the martial components. 

The Komnenian political system and culture put the imperial relatives in a new and 

special position. The kin of the emperor gained the most important offices of government, 

especially those of the military administration. Magdalino states families related to the head 

of the empire gained an improved status as they got closer to the echelon of the ruler in 

regard to their rights.75 This process is manifested in the phenomenon that the new titles, 

which were granted to the imperial relatives, were derived from the old imperial title, sebas-

tos, in several ways. The sebastos itself is considered the foundational part of the new sys-

tem.76 However, the complex conditions of this dignity throughout the period need more 

consideration. 

The essential characteristics of early Komnenian politics have been taken into discus-

sion again. Until the late twentieth century, scholars came to an agreement on the role of 

kinship in the Byzantine government and the political culture after 1081. Alexios was con-

sidered the ‘inventor’ of the new system, although the nature of the transformation and de-

velopment, a consideration of ‘revolution’, was debated.77 Cheynet has doubts about the im-

portance of imperial kinship and its innovation in the Komnenian period or even the time of 

                                                             
72 Kazhdan and Ronchey, L’aristocrazia, pp. 117–20, 148; Magdalino, Empire, pp. 181–88. 
73 Magdalino, ‘Innovations’, p. 152. 
74 Kazhdan and Franklin, Byzantine Literature, pp. 104–7. 
75 Magdalino, Empire, p. 189. 
76 Magdalino, Empire, p. 181. 
77 Magdalino, ‘Innovations’, pp. 146–47; cf. Peter Frankopan, ‘Re-interpreting the role of the family in Com-

nenian Byzantium: where blood is not thicker than water’, in Lauxtermann and Whittow (ed.), Byzantium in 

the Eleventh Century, pp. 181–82, where Frankopan’s criticism indicates that the general scholarly views on 

the Komnenian ascension assume revolutionary changes in the Byzantine political system and culture. Never-

theless, at least, Magdalino clearly denies the revolutionary nature of the development that he presumes. 
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the Doukas emperors. He argues that Byzantine rulers had attempted to position of their kin 

in the leading élite of the empire long before the ascension of the Doukai and the Komnenoi. 

Nevertheless, he acknowledges that the imperial family policy developed into a new level in 

the reign of the Komnenoi.78 In his recent study, Frankopan questions the existence of ex-

tended family government itself in the early Komnenian period, and regards Alexios’ reign 

as a continuation of the old practices.79 At first sight, Cheynet’s and Frankopan’s arguments 

contradicts to one another. However, despite Frankopan’s several exaggerated remarks, the 

two scholars essentially express similar opinions, if we admit that significant change oc-

curred in the politics on imperial family only after the reign of Alexios I. Some evidence as 

well as several studies indicate that Frankopan’s theory should be taken into consideration, 

and he is probably right in regard to several aspects. Nonetheless, this idea leads to the re-

consideration of the several elements of the Komnenian political structure. 

Frankopan’s argument raises several questions on the beginnings of the extended family 

government. This policy apparently existed during the reign of John II Komnenos, and, fol-

lowing Frankopan’s theory, the systematic policy based on kinship probably appeared under 

the successor of Alexios I. Recently, the political background that characterised the begin-

nings of John’s rule is questioned. Neville opines that there were no major tensions and 

rivalries between the two oldest children of Alexios I, Anna Komnene and John II, on the 

succession of the imperial throne.80 Nevertheless, the typikon of the Monastery of Christ 

Pantokrator ignores Anna Komnene in the list of living and deceased kinsfolk and other 

important individuals in the passages about liturgical offerings.81 Although Neville’s idea on 

Anna’s dissociation from the issues of her brother’s succession has some strong arguments, 

the sources still imply the complexity of situation around the death of Alexios I. Nonetheless, 

it is difficult to find any connection between the invention of family government and the 

competition between the two siblings for the emperorship. The absence of such political 

crisis, however, raises even more questions about the reasons of changes in the political 

system, if there was really such a development. This also leads to the problem of relations 

between the imperial kin and the political system. 

                                                             
78 Cheynet, ‘Byzantine Aristocracy’, pp. 2–19. 
79 Frankopan, ‘Role of the family’, pp. 181–96. 
80 Leonora Neville, Anna Komnene: The Life and Work of a Medieval Historian (Oxford, 2016), pp. 91–112. 
81 Paul Gautier, ‘Le typikon du Christ Sauvieur Pantocrator’, RÉB, 32 (1974), pp. 41–45, ll. 215–63. 

Stathakopoulos considers Anna’s absence in the document an evidence of a struggle between her and John II. 

His argument is strengthened by the fact that their brother, Isaac Komnenos who definitely forged conspiracies 

against John II was also neglected by the typikon: Dionysios Stathakopoulos, ‘John II Komnenos: a historio-

graphical essay’, in Alessandra Bucossi and Alex Rodriguez Suarez (ed.), John II Komnenos, emperor of By-

zantium: in the shadow of father and son (Farnham, 2016), p. 6. 
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There was probably a mutual connection between the imperial family politics and the 

growing circle of the imperial relatives. Kinship with the emperor and the two ‘golden 

houses’, the Komnenoi and the Doukai, was the essence of the prestige that was owned by a 

privileged circle of individuals. The marriages of the Komnenian dynasty is well-studied, 

and one could have little doubt about the marital strategy during Alexios I’s reign.82 In truth, 

the majority of the kinships around Alexios I were established before his rule, and his efforts 

to expand the imperial extended family by marriages in his reign were inferior to those of 

John II and Manuel I. It is true however that the founder of the dynasty had fewer opportu-

nities for his marriage policy due to the lesser extent of the imperial family. Still, Alexios I 

had a circle of relatives wider than the emperors of the preceding period and the Macedonian 

dynasty. Although the emperor was the head of the kin, the size of this circle increased its 

power despite an ignoring imperial policy at least in the later years of Alexios I. The integrity 

of this group due to the strength of kinship ties also played an important role. Nevertheless, 

kinship was accompanied by another element, which could improve cohesion of the imperial 

kin. 

We should take the problem of the court titles in regard to Frankopan’s theory in ac-

count. The new honorary dignities invented by Alexios I have been considered an essential 

part of the Komnenian political system, the extended family government, by modern schol-

ars for a long time. The modifications in the system of titles were definitely made by Alexios 

I, thus Frankopan’s argument and a consequently later development of family government 

lead to a reconsideration of relation between the newly designed ranks and the main political 

tendencies. 

Dealing with this problem, one should consider two characteristics of the Komnenian 

title system. These features were the remaining importance of ranks in the court and the 

imperial origin of the highest dignities. The significance of titles is well attested by the sig-

illary evidence from the reign of Alexios I and the letters of Theophylact, archbishop of 

Ochrid, also give a little evidence for this sentiment.83 We have discussed about the imperial 

origin of the highest dignities in the Komnenian system, which is a well-known phenomenon 

                                                             
82 Cheynet, Pouvoir, pp. 280–83; Magdalino, Empire, pp. 201–6. 
83 The seal of Michael Taronites, which proudly represents the sealer’s kinship with the emperor (Obs.: Γραφὰς 

σφραγίζω Μιχαήλ Τα<ρ>ωνίτου, rev.: γαμβροῦ μεγίστου δεσπότου Ἀλεξί<ου>, DO 58.106.5634; Zacos and 

Veglery, Lead Seals, vol. 1.3, pp. 1500–1, no. 2710; Oikonomides, Dated Seals, p. 98, no. 101; Wassiliou-

Seibt, Corpus, vol. 1, pp. 225–26, no. 453), only gives an example of few cases, when family ties are displayed. 

The vast majority of lead bullae issued by imperial relatives shows the court dignities instead. On the corre-

spondences of Theophylact, see chapter 6. 1 ‘The letters of Theophylact of Ochrid’. 



32 
 

among the scholars.84 We have enough information on the existence of both features, and 

we can suppose their influence on the élite. The great value of court ranks was obviously a 

heritage of the former centuries, and their relevance was scarcely overcome by a radical 

change at the Komnenian ascension to the throne. Furthermore, since the new system of titles 

demonstrates the elevated social status through the extensive use of the old dignity sebastos, 

these honorary ranks alone took effect on the circle of favoured individuals.85 The im-

portance of the titles and their imperial origin together increased the integrity of the circle of 

the imperial relatives and bolstered the development of the first-tier élite. 

We have to return the narrative to the reign of John II for a more detailed analysis. It 

has been mentioned that the extended family government characterised his emperorship. It 

has been a common opinion for a long time that John II built his family politics more sys-

tematically than his father.86 Nonetheless, this reign is the least recorded period of the Kom-

nenian era. A reason of this paucity was that John II lacked a historian of his own unlike 

Alexios I and Manuel I. John Kinnamos focuses on the military campaigns of John II, while 

Choniates describes the political circumstances, in which Alexios I’s successor gained the 

imperial throne.87 Although Zonaras compiled or, at least, completed his epitome after John 

II’s reign, his account ends at Alexios I’ death. Nevertheless, it is likely that Zonaras’ argu-

ments were mainly influenced by the political situations and events during the rule of John 

II.88 Magdalino analyses the development of family government through the synodical lists 

of the period, yet all sources remained from the reigns of Alexios I and Manuel I.89 Proso-

pographical investigations have provided us with some evidence that indicates the nature of 

the political system. It is clear that we had little information about the correlation between 

the emperor, his relatives and the administration. The evidence from all the aforementioned 

materials implies the existence of the extended family government. Still, some sources need 

more investigation in regard to the reconsideration of the former events. 

According to our discussion above, the narrative of Choniates deserves more attention 

here. Choniates wrote his history decades after these events. Choniates provides curious ref-

erences to John II’s dependence on his kinsmen. Although these remarks reach a little num-

ber compared to the length of the account about the reign of John II, which provides us with 

                                                             
84 See above, page 29. 
85 Cf. Paul Magdalino, ‘The empire of the Komnenoi (1118–1204)’, in Shepard (ed.), Cambridge History, p. 

629. 
86 Kazhdan and Ronchey, L’aristocrazia, p. 148; Magdalino, Empire, pp. 206–9. 
87 Stathakopoulos, ‘John II Komnenos’, pp. 1–3. 
88 Magdalino, ‘Kaiserkritik’, pp. 335–36; Treadgold, Middle Byzantine historians, pp. 389–90, 392, 398. 
89 Magdalino, Empire, pp. 182–85. 
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the shortest book of Choniates’ work, they are highly sensitive. According to the narrative, 

the relatives of the new emperor played important roles in both the ascension to the throne 

and in the government later.90 When Choniates refers to individuals among the relatives, he 

gives few but important examples: John’s brother, Isaac Komnenos, together with other kin 

of different grade, John Komnenos and Gregory Taronites.91 The short narrative of Gregory 

Kamateros’ rise provides us with another element of John II’s policy. This is the connection 

of appointment to an important position with marriage and the extension of the imperial 

family.92 These cases indicate that Choniates described the most important characteristics of 

John II’s domestic politics in a compressing and effective way. The exact and individual 

references to the relatives show the heterogeneity of supportive agents from the extended 

family of the dynasty, when John II gained the throne. Despite the clear evidence, however, 

the long chronological distance between Choniates’ account and the narrated events leads us 

to investigate the extended family government from another aspect.93 

The prosopography of the imperial kin implies much about the political system too. The 

positions of the families belonging to the extended imperial family or emerging into this 

highly privileged circle can also show the nature of the government. This provides us with 

addition to the Byzantine narratives on the politics of the near past. This aspect also differs 

from the archontological point of view, which determines the shares of the imperial kin in 

the positions of the administration.94 A considerable number of studies has been performed 

by several scholars on the prosopography of the Komnenian extended family. Varzos’ ex-

tensive study on the house of Komnenoi shows that John II extensively relied upon his pa-

ternal kinsfolk in his marriage policy, in the administration and during military campaigns.95 

The Prosopographical analysis of the Doukai and the Palaiologoi, two powerful families in 

the reign of Alexios I, indicates despite the paucity of data that both kindreds were able to 

                                                             
90 Choniates, History, ed. van Dieten, vol. 1, p. 6, ll. 33–34, p. 7, l. 76, p. 8, ll. 95–2, trans. Magoulias, pp. 6–

7. 
91 Choniates, History, ed. van Dieten, vol. 1, pp. 8–9, ll. 2–16, trans. Magoulias, p. 7. 
92 Choniates, History, ed. van Dieten, vol. 1, p. 9, ll. 16–22, trans. Magoulias, p. 7. 
93 Recently, Lau and Stathakopoulos stresses that Choniates’ and Kinnamos’ accounts on John II’s reign are 

higly biased, applying them as preludes to the key parts of their works, Manuel I’s regime or the fall of Con-

stantinople: Maximilian Lau, ‘Rewriting the 1120s: Chronology and Crisis under John II Komnenos’, Limes+, 

13/2 (2016), pp. 89–91; Stathakopoulos, ‘John II Komnenos’, pp. 2–3. 
94 Kazhdan made a considerable attempt to reveal the measure of the involvement of the imperial family in the 

Komnenian government, Kazhdan and Ronchey, L’aristocrazia, pp. 146–52. 
95 Konstantinos Varzos, Η Γενεαλογία των Κομνηνών, 2 vols. (Thessaloniki, 1984), vol. 1, pp. 229–54, 276–

91, especially nos. 35–36, 49, 55–57. 
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maintain their high status in the imperial court under John II.96 The entrance of numerous 

families, such as the Arabantenoi, the Kamateroi, the Katakalones and the Kontostephanoi, 

into the extended imperial family also indicates the nature of John II’s politics. All this evi-

dence proves the significance of kinship under Alexios I’s successor. Only one question 

remained. 

The circumstances raise the problem why John II increased the influence of the imperial 

kin in the government. Since Alexios I apparently decreased his dependence on his relatives 

at least in the second half of his reign, the significantly more systematic family policy per-

formed by his son from the very beginning of his rule appears more curious. Scholars usually 

referred to John II as the follower of his father’s politics.97 Nevertheless, the continuity of 

the extended family government from the ascension of the dynasty until the reign of John 

and beyond is in question. John’s dependence on relatives in his government can be ex-

plained by the important support from those kin during John’s coup d’état. Then the question 

comes nonetheless why John relied on his relatives in such a scale, when he successfully 

attempted to gain the imperial power. There is no clear answer for this problem. The effect 

of the new titles has been discussed above. The high reputation provided by the Komnenian 

honorary dignities for the imperial relatives, and its influence on the crystallization of a 

group of prestige in the court could impress the young John, the future emperor. Further-

more, the political influence of the imperial kin elevated, when the question of succession 

became more and more relevant in the late years of Alexios I. Alexios himself was able to 

strengthen his position on the throne, but his oldest son did not have an absolute and unques-

tioned stature in the imperial family. John II had to build his own circle of notable individuals 

even during the reign of his father. Finally, the importance of the extended family seems to 

be a wider cultural and social phenomenon exceeding the confines of the imperial house. 

The public sentiments about the significance of kinship and the growing influence of the 

imperial kin in the background were probably the factors that affected John II in his new 

politics. In truth, the way of John’s ascension to the throne, a quasi coup d’état, did not 

support the continuity of Alexios’ policy. The dependence of the new regime was apparently 

                                                             
96 Cheynet and Vrannier, Études, pp. 149–58, nos. 14–15, 17–18. George Palaiologos (no. 18) began his career 

in the early years of the reign of Manuel I, yet his immediate success in the military administration implies the 

continuity of the Palaiologoi’s high reputation under the former emperor. 
97 Ostrogorsky, Byzantine State, p. 377, yet Ostrogorsky rather concerned other tendencies but family govern-

ment; Magdalino, Empire, p. 208; Magdalino, ‘Komnenoi’, pp. 630, 634. However, Magdalino suggests some 

divergence. 
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a consequence of John’s practical character and his acknowledgement of the political situa-

tion, the power of the imperial relatives, instead of a clear attempt to build this system. 

The crystallisation of the Komnenian first-tier élite was probably related to the most 

evident characteristic of John II’s reign. It is well-known that John spent the majority of his 

rule in military campaigns. Magdalino argues that John’s main purpose for this policy was 

the control of the army.98 In the same time, the emperor adopted a passive strategy in eccle-

siastical matters.99 Magdalino notices numerous characteristics of John II’s reign, but the 

two aforementioned elements are very important for our discussion about the Byzantine élite 

of that time. The control of the army meant that the emperor regulated the segment of the 

élite, which was involved in military affairs. The vast majority of the imperial family be-

longed to this group. In the same time, some members of the military élite including the 

imperial relatives could take advantage of the emperor’s special closeness due to his extraor-

dinary interest in the army. However, by decreasing his own involvement in church affairs, 

John II mainly evaded a territory, which was the dominion of a substantial part of the élite. 

The weaker imperial control on the church could be of some benefit of the high clergy and 

the patriarchal bureaucracy, but, in fact, the connection between the families involved in 

ecclesiastical affairs and the ruler simultaneously became weaker. These mechanisms further 

increased the difference between the extended imperial family and the rest of the élite. 

The extraordinary level, at which the emperor concerned military matters, is evident in 

the encomium of Nikephoros Basilakes to Alexios Aristenos. This evidence is interesting, 

since it reveals some characteristics out of the orations addressed to the ruler himself. 

Basilakes treats Aristenos’ collaboration with the emperor in a late passage of the speech: 

‘[The emperor] appointed you to the management of the laws as a proper assistant 

according to the poem, an irresistible ally of justice and a curing remedy for the 

resisting fate. Therefore, you support and you never take a rest, when you give as-

sistance during fight, and you do not deceive the emperor about his confidence. 

Now, he is appointing you to the general of another army, a holy one, when he 

prepares himself against barbarians and deals with a great war. Moreover, he is 

giving a hand arming itself. Thus, those fight beside you who are not soldiers, those 
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99 Magdalino, ‘The empire of the Komnenoi’, p. 634. 
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protect you who do not hold shields, those stand in the front line who do not hasten 

and those battle who do not fight.’100 

At first reading, the passage represents a close connection between Alexios Aristenos 

and John II, especially by describing the former’s administrative and judicial activity with 

martial vocabulary. It is only a sentiment implied by the argument however, and the narrative 

depicts a deceptive picture about the political situation. In fact, this passage reveals distance 

between the head of the empire and the civil administration. Aristenos’ duties almost balance 

the emperor’s martial deeds in Basilakes’ words. This is a rhetorical hyperbole, but it also 

stresses how much John II refrained from the civil and church affairs of the empire. 

It is necessary to discuss the relations between John II’s marriage policy and the growing 

power of the imperial kin. It has been mentioned that John II arranged numerous marriages 

between his kin and individuals out of the extended imperial family. As a consequence, the 

imperial clan considerably expanded during his reign. Magdalino takes several possible pur-

poses for John’s marriage policy into account. One of his presumptions is that the emperor 

probably counteracted an opposition inside the court by this politics. Furthermore, the new 

marriages and expansion of the extended imperial family by the entrance of new families 

weakened both the position of other notable families, which remained out of the imperial 

clan, and the authority of houses, which were related to the dynasty for a longer time.101 

Magdalino is right about that this kind of marriages could provide multiple benefits for the 

reigning emperor. However, the primary goal was probably to increase John’s ability to reg-

ulate his extended family. His authority was more indirect over the ‘inherited’ kin, since he 

was not the sole source of their reputation even regarding the imperial kinship. He had to 

share this position with his deceased father and, in the case of the Doukai and their relatives, 

even older rulers. The new members of the dynasty, however, owed their elevated social 

position personally to the reigning emperor. These marriages in fact attenuated the extended 

imperial family concerning the relation between this group and the head of the empire. It 

was a pragmatic policy by John II due to the balancing attitude instead of a more provocative 

strategy against his powerful subjects. The military and marriage policy show how John 
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maintained his control over his kin by direct supervision and the reinforcement of loyalty. 

In the same time, the position of the growing circle of extended imperial family gradually 

became stronger to the rest of the élite.102 

The later emperors of the period, Komnenoi and Angeloi, inherited the system, which 

developed under John II. The extended family government became the foundation of the 

political system despite some fruitless efforts. Much has been explored about the reigns fol-

lowing the death of John II. Nonetheless, the turbulent years in the late twelfth century, the 

failing attempts of Andronikos I and Isaac II to decrease the significance of kinship, indicate 

that the imperial politics did not have a complete control over the several cultural and social 

phenomena, which reinforced the family government. The extended imperial family pre-

vented any efforts of decreasing its influence with several plots, yet such political move-

ments provided a general problem for the Komnenian system. 

The relations between the imperial kin and the conspiracies of the period give a crucial 

point of the analysis. The long twelfth century witnesses a great number of plots against the 

several ruling emperors of that time. These political crises imply the nature of the concurrent 

political culture and system. Magdalino argues that, due to the highly privileged status and 

the concentration of political power, the imperial kin were the gravest danger to the emperor. 

He also opines that Alexios I mostly avoided any threat from his own kin, and the rivalry 

between the emperor and his relatives appeared after Alexios’ death.103 Peter Frankopan 

claims however that the new political system of the extended family government did not 

gain the stability even under Alexios as Magdalino implies. The founder of the Komnenian 

dynasty faced at least one crisis due to the tensions between him and his kinsmen.104 

Frankopan’s theory about the influence of inner rivalry among the Komnenoi on the Byzan-

tine administration, especially the army, remains questionable, yet his argument on the prob-

lems of the imperial kin in the reign of Alexios I seems plausible.105 His theory is mainly 

based on the events of the Diogenes conspiracy, which was possibly the most serious crisis 

                                                             
102 A reconsideration of John II’s reign is provided by Maximilian Lau in his doctoral dissertation: Maximilian 

Lau, ‘The reign of Emperor John II Komnenos: the transformation of the old order, 1118-43’, D.Phil. Thesis 
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results and argument may contradict my theory on John II’s role in the development of the élite. I thank him 

for our discussion about his research and his remarks on the political situation under John II. 
103 Magdalino, Empire, pp. 192–93. 
104 Peter Frankopan, ‘Challenges to imperial authority in the reign of Alexios I Komnenos: the conspiracy of 

Nikephoros Diogenes’, BS 64 (2006), pp. 257–74; idem, ‘Kinship and the Distribution of Power in Komnenian 

Byzantium’, EHR 122, no. 495 (2007), pp. 1–34; idem, ‘Role of the family’, pp. 190–92. 
105 The idea that the fall of Adrian Komnenos megas domestikos, a brother of Alexios I and a supporter of 

Nikephoros Diogenes, considerably decreased the military ability of the empire seemingly overestimates the 

importance of that office and the consequence of the replacement in the imperial army. 
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of Alexios I’s reign caused by inner tensions. Nevertheless, there was another plot some 

years later, which may give additional aspects to the circumstances of the Komnenian sys-

tem, the so-called Anemas conspiracy. 

Here, the issue of the Doukai deserves a special attention in the analysis of the Komne-

nian system. The success of the coup d’état of the Komnenoi and the reign of Alexios I 

highly depended on the alliance between the new dynasty and a former imperial house, the 

Doukai. The marriage of Alexios I Komnenos and Irene Doukaina provided a privileged 

position to the latter’s family, especially in the reign of the first Komnenian emperor. Mag-

dalino depicts the Doukai as loyal supporters of Alexios, while Frankopan has doubts about 

this loyalty.106 It is worth noting that the Doukai should be divided at least two branches, 

whose background, conditions and prospects differed. One branch included Constantine 

Doukas, the son of Michael VII, and Mary of Alania, Constantine’s mother, and its origins 

came from Constantine X. The other part of the family descended from John Doukas caesar, 

the brother of Constantine X, and some of his grandsons played important roles in the gov-

ernment after 1081. At the very beginning, the two branches had rivalling aims and purposes 

in regard to the upcoming marriage of Alexios I.107 This division of the Doukai made the 

situation more complex and essentially dangerous for Alexios, since every member of this 

family was a potential rival and capable candidate due to their former imperial status. 

Constantine Doukas played a curious role in the early years of Alexios’ reign. He was 

designated as the successor of Alexios I, and thus he symbolised the political continuity. 

However, he definitely lost his highly privileged position years before his early death. It is 

widely accepted that Constantine lost his imperial rights due to a serious disease according 

to an ambiguous remark in the unattributed text that prefaces the work of Nikephoros Bryen-

nios.108 Still, there is a possibility of a metaphorical interpretation of the statement made by 

Bryennios on Constantine’s sickness. Hence it could be Doukas’ involvement in the so-

called Diogenes conspiracy in 1094.109 Anna Komnene, the fiancée of Constantine, does not 

                                                             
106 Magdalino, Empire, pp. 202–203; Frankopan, ‘Role of the family’, p. 186. 
107 Mary of Alania intended to secure the imperial rights of his son, Constantine, by marrying Alexios I, and 

she was supported by the new emperor’s mother, Anna Dalassene. Of course, John Doukas, the former caesar, 
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ignore his connections to the plot, yet she tries to give a positive account on his role.110 If 

the theory of Constantine’s (and his mother’s) engagement in the plot is right, one can argue 

that Alexios failed to handle the ambition of a branch of the Doukai at least. Nevertheless, 

the relation of the other members of the family to this affair is an interesting problem. 

Although the other branch of the Doukai gained even more influence in the government 

of Alexios I, its history also raises many questions.111 Michael and John, the sons of An-

dronikos Doukas, held high court titles and were appointed to important offices. Michael, 

the older one, gained the dignity of sebastos (later the protosebastos) and was designated to 

protostrator, a very high but humble rank of the army.112 John Doukas is mainly mentioned 

as sebastos, although two sources call him protosebastos like his brother, probably by mis-

take.113 Nevertheless, John was also appointed to crucial positions such as the doux of Dyrra-

chion and the megas doux of the fleet.114 It is an interesting question how this branch related 

itself to Constantine Doukas’ involvement in the Diogenes conspiracy and his failure. We 

have a limited evidence about Michael, even Anna Komnene pays little attention to him in 

her historical narrative. Nonetheless, John Doukas definitely remain loyal to the emperor, 

and he probably played an active and important role in the fall of Diogenes’ conspiracy by 

invading the hinterland of the plotters in Crete.115 This branch of Doukai appears to be the 

loyal supporters of Alexios I for many years that was a very important advantage for the 

emperor frequently facing conspiracies. Nevertheless, the sources imply a curious turning 

point. 

After many extremely successive years and a prospering career, John Doukas disappears 

from the sources. Not only the main historical narratives, the Alexiad and the Epitome of 

Histories, become silent about his deeds following the reoccupation of the Aegean coastline 

                                                             
110 Alexiad, vol. 1, pp. 269–70, 9. 5. 4–6, pp. 275, 9. 8. 2 
111 It is interesting for example that two brothers of Irene Doukaina, Constantine and Stephen, are completely 
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73. 



40 
 

in Asia Minor. Other sources also ignore John after the late eleventh century except two 

monastic documents, both which refer to his administrative activity in 1101.116 Frankopan 

considers John’s disappearance as a sign and evidence of Alexios I’s general distrust of his 

own kin.117 Polemis suggested a possible and unsuccessful plot behind the vanishing of the 

talented general. He also notices Anna Komnene’s ambivalent attitude towards her uncle.118 

John’s disappearance is more striking, since he played a relatively important role in the nar-

rative of the Alexiad. In the same time, Anna Komnene pays less attention to the career of 

Michael Doukas, hence the latter individual’s departure from the account in an earlier section 

of the historical work does not necessarily imply a specific political reason. On the contrary, 

John’s case indicates a more serious cause than the emperor’s generic suspicion.119 John’s 

disappearance, however, coincided with a political crisis, which implies several connections 

to the Doukai too. 

There was a curious connection between the imperial kin and the so-called Anemas 

conspiracy. None of the plotters named by the main sources of this event, the Alexiad and 

the Epitome of Histories, had kinship with the emperor according to our knowledge.120 The 

widely accepted theory on the reasons of the Anemas conspiracy, traditionally dated between 

1095 and 1102, links this crisis to the Diogenes plot in 1094. Both events are considered as 

the clues of discontent on Alexios I’s politics towards Asia Minor.121 Magdalino does not 

ignore the idea nonetheless that the conspiracy was against the subordinate position of the 

Doukai.122 One cannot ignore the fact that the majority of the plotters who joined the 

Anemades had Anatolian origins. Therefore, the orientation of Alexios’ efforts towards the 

recovery of coastline in Asia Minor and the remarkable but still restricted achievements in 

the East probably raised dissatisfaction among the descendants of old local families who 

were interested more in the inner territories. Nevertheless, some evidence indicates interest-

ing connections between the conspiracy and the Doukai. The involvement of Constantine 
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Doukas Exazenos who had likely a maternal kinship to the imperial family is one of these 

clues. Nonetheless, there are other factors, which need a more detailed analysis here. 

An interesting aspect is given by a moment in the life of Nikephoros Exazenos Hyaleas 

who accompanied his uncle, the aforementioned Constantine Exazenos, in the plot. After the 

second occupation of Smyrna by the Byzantine forces during the first crusade and the cam-

paign of John Doukas, Hyaleas was designated as the new governor of the retaken town. 

Frankopan regarded this action as a sign of imperial favour on officials of less notable origins 

instead of his own relatives.123 However, Anna Komnene strictly states that Hyaleas was 

appointed by John Doukas himself, and the narrative does not refer to any order from the 

emperor concerning this assignment.124 Anna presumably used archival sources for creating 

her account on the appointment of Hyaleas. It would have been unlikely that there was no 

imperial order recorded accurately in the military documents in the case where the emperor 

indeed made the decision, staying far from Smyrna. Anna might have never ignored his fa-

ther in the epic narrative of Alexiad, if she had known her father’s involvement in the des-

ignation. Hence it is more likely that selection of Hyaleas was an own idea of John Doukas. 

This effort implies closer ties between Hyaleas and Doukas, while it had little connections 

with the emperor.125 

Another intriguing aspect of the conspiracy is the role of Empress Irene after the dis-

covery of the plot. Two moments of her deeds should be brought into focus, which give 

contrast to the imperial reactions in the narrative of the Alexiad. One of the actions of the 

empress, which was eventually taken later, was the return of the confiscated house of John 

Solomon, a main figure of the conspiracy, to his wife after the fall of the plot and the official 

retaliation.126 The other moment was Irene’s effective request to Alexios for repealing his 

own command on Michael Anemas’ blinding.127 Anna Komnene stresses that, affected by 

the miserable appearance of the aforementioned leader of the conspiracy, she was who 

                                                             
123 Frankopan, ‘Role of the family’, p. 192. 
124 ἐπεὶ χρεία γενναίου ἦν ἀνδρός, τὸν Ὑαλέαν, φέριστον τῶν ἄλλων εἰδώς, δοῦκα τῆς Σμύρνης κατέστησεν, 
Alexiad, vol. 1, p. 337, 11. 5. 4. The context also indicates that John Doukas took responsibility for all decisions 

concerning the pacification of Smyrna. This general manner indicates that it was not Anna’s purpose to separate 

the later conspirator from Alexios I by demonstrating John Doukas’ authority. 
125 An interesting parallel is given by the appointment of John Helladikos, the katepano of Crete in the later 

years of Alexios I’s reign. A document demonstrates that Helladikos was a ‘man’ (οἰκεῖος ἄνθρωπος) of Eu-

mathios Philokales, the megas doux in that time, MM, vol. 6, p. 96, no. 23. Crete, as any other maritime terri-

tories and islands of the empire, was under the authority of the megas doux after a reform of Alexios I. Ac-

cording to Herrin, the leader of the imperial fleet was allowed to assign his own men to crucial positions under 

his jurisdiction, Herrin, ‘Realities’, pp. 276–77. Regardless of the question, whether such practice genuinely 

became ordinary, the resemblance between the cases of Hyaleas and Helladikos is noteworthy. 
126 Alexiad, vol. 1, p. 374, 12. 6. 4. 
127 Alexiad, vol. 1, p. 375, 12. 6. 7. 
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induced her mother, the empress, to intervene on the behalf of the conspirator.128 This latter 

situation has gotten less attention from the scholars, yet it is a very interesting point due to 

the emotional account by Anna Komnene. Anna’s role in the affair appears curious and un-

likely. The emperor’s decision and order on the blinding of Michael Anemas was too serious 

in an extremely difficult situation to be revoked for a sensitive relative. Anna’s account 

probably aims to indicate the emotional and accidental reasons of the final judgement instead 

of political purposes. This narrative also gives the opportunity of representing the harmonic 

nature of the imperial couple, which is an important point of the whole work. It is more 

feasible that Irene herself was mainly involved by the fate of Michael Anemas for more 

profane motives. The behaviour of the empress and the involvement of the Exazenoi imply 

that the Anemas conspiracy was backed by a network, which had close ties to the Doukai. 

Nevertheless, the possible role of this family in the plot is still mysterious. 

Despite the several connections, the relation between the Doukai, especially John Dou-

kas, and the Anemas conspiracy is still dubious. In truth, there are some factors, which may 

contradict the theory on the involvement of any member of the family. Firstly, the disap-

pearance of an individual from the narrative sources does not necessarily mean that he lost 

the favour of the emperor. Michael Doukas still held important an office many years after 

his last deeds recorded in the Alexiad.129 Anna Komnene mesmerised the epic narratives 

focusing one character, and her account on individuals other than Alexios I is highly selec-

tive according to her very own purposes.130 Secondly, the different typika of Komnenian 

monastic foundations after John’s death give memory of him and his rank. Even if the igno-

rance of the discovered and fallen conspirators, such as Nikephoros Diogenes, in the com-

memoration list of imperial kin in the Komnenian typika was not complete, such attempt 

occurred.131 Hence, John’s appearance in these documents may suggest too much reputation 

for an unsuccessful plotter. Consequently, the evidence suggests that John Doukas did not 

play an active role in the Anemas conspiracy, particularly not that of the leader. The plot 

                                                             
128 Alexiad, vol. 1, p. 375, 12, 6. 6. 
129 A letter of Theophylact of Ochrid indicates Michael’s considerable position around 1108, while the Alexiad 

mentions some moments of protostrator’s career until the early 1090’s: Theophylact, Letters, p. 555, no. 120, 

ll. 36–42; Alexiad, vol. 1, p. 244, 8. 4. 4. However, in the time of the letter, the Exazenoi were also appointed 

to crucial charges according to Anna Komnene, Alexiad, vol. 1, p. 380, 12. 8. 6. This shows that several par-

takers received amnesty from the emperor until 1108. Hence Michael’s activity in that year is not a strong 

evidence of his standoff from the conspiracy. 
130 Frankopan, ‘Role of the family’, 189–90. 
131 The typikon of the Monastery of Christ Philanthropos definitely records Adrian Komnenos, and it probably 

refers to Michael Taronites: Kouroupou and Vannier, ‘Commémoraisons’, pp. 45, 56–57, 61–62, nos. 18, 24. 

Both individuals supported Diogenes during his plot, yet the missing rank in the chapter of Michael-Eumathios 

suggested Taronites is striking. 
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was an action of individuals who did not belong to the imperial kin, but probably were the 

members of John’s circle. Therefore, links to several fallen conspirators might have defiled 

the sebastos’ prestige in the court, and thus he was excluded from the highest levels of gov-

ernment. 

It is not simple to describe the nature of the Komnenian political system and the position 

of the imperial kin in it. While there was an agreement on the essential characteristics of this 

period for many years, fundamental elements of our understanding on the politics of this 

dynasty have been criticised recently. It is possible that the extended family government was 

invented by John II instead of his father, Alexios I. However, numerous questions arise due 

to relatively limited amount of source material from the time of John II. The evidence sug-

gests that John II followed a clear politics emphasising the importance of kinship in the 

government, yet it is curious why this rapid change happened. This raises the problem of 

relations between social changes and the directions of imperial policy. It is possible that 

despite the intentions of Alexios I, the circle of imperial kin managed to increase its influence 

throughout his reign that also affected John II, the future emperor. The influence of the im-

perial relatives and the complexity of the relations in the imperial court was probably mani-

fested not only in the case of the Diogenes conspiracy, but during the plot connected to the 

Anemades. 

2. 2 The positions of the second-tier élite 

Before the detailed analysis of the second-tier élite, a glance at the conditions of this 

stratum within a broader range appears useful. The previous subchapter revealed that the 

political system of the empire experienced considerable changes throughout the period, and 

the turning point was probably not the ascension of Alexios I to the imperial throne. This 

raises the general question about the position of those who did not have any kinship with the 

emperors. Since the following parts of the dissertation focus on several and very specific 

aspects of the second-tier élite, it is necessary to analyse an essential feature, the political 

and administrative position of this social group in the era. Due to the limits of this study, this 

subchapter attempts to give some general remarks on tendencies from the viewpoint of the 

whole stratum. The following pages treat the confines of the second-tier both at the top and 

the bottom of the stratum, since all these levels raise questions as it has been mentioned in 

the introduction. 
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The development of the Komnenian political system and its relation to social changes 

in the period leads to the problem of terminology. The dissertation deals with the fundamen-

tal question of the vertical classification of Byzantine élite. It pays much attention to a mo-

ment, or rather a progress, the transformation of the extended imperial family into a separate 

stratum, the Komnenian leading élite. However, it would be an overinterpretation of social 

tendencies, if we only considered vertical stratification a unique characteristic of the twelfth 

century. Therefore, it is beneficial to apply the distinction between first-tier and second-tier 

élites to the era before the Komnenian regime too. It is also important to distinguish the older 

forms of these social groups from those developing in the twelfth century. Older, pre-Kom-

nenian first-tier and second-tier élites are eligible terms for the strata inherited by the Kom-

nenoi from the former period. The dissertation applies the designations ‘Komnenian first-

tier élite’ and ‘Komnenian second-tier élite’ only for social groups that appeared as the re-

sults of the often-mentioned changes concerning the extended imperial family during the 

Komnenian period. 

The distinction between the old leading and second-tier élites is complex and simple in 

the same time. It is simple, since the difference can be determined only by the political and 

administrative position of individuals in the government. The lack of large imperial families 

in the majority of the eleventh century definitely prevented the rulers from making kinship 

a primary factor in the personnel policy of the court. However, the division of the old élite 

is also a complex question due to the social mobility in the ruling stratum and the unstable 

nature of the political alliances in the administration. Then the question rises how many 

categories can be defined by administrative position without any clear breaks in the court 

and governmental hierarchy. Cheynet argues that only the leading group was usually distin-

guished by the Byzantines themselves from the rest of the élite.132 Therefore, it seems ben-

eficial to apply this bipartite division concerning the old élite too. This means that the pre-

Komnenian second-tier élite was as nearly wide and heterogeneous as the Komnenian sec-

ond-tier élite.133 

For the definition of the Komnenian second-tier élite, it is important to determine the 

distinction between this social formation and the leading group of the ruling stratum. The 

main problem is the nature of this differentiation, the factor, which drew the border between 

                                                             
132 Cheynet, Pouvoir, p. 253. It is worth noting that Anna Komnene also mentions the leading élite in several 

situations, which were sensitive in political terms: Alexiad, vol. 1, p. 281, 10. 1. 2; p. 489, 15. 9. 2. 
133 The analysis will explain the reasons for this wide definition of the (Komnenian) second-tier élite in details 

within this subchapter below. 
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the two echelons. Among the alternative terms for the Komnenian leading élite, the name 

‘imperial kin’ has been mentioned. The relatives of the emperor are often identified with the 

first-tier élite of the period in question by modern scholars. This argument based on the fact 

that the imperial kin monopolised the higher levels of the government, especially in the case 

of the military positions. According to this, the distinction between the first-tier and second-

tier élites could be defined by offices as in the case of the old élite. However, the adminis-

trative monopoly by the imperial kin was not complete, and one finds numerous individuals 

who were appointed to important positions without kinship with the Komnenoi and the 

Doukai or the emperors themselves.134 Nonetheless, we will see in the analysis of the fami-

lies that there was a difference between the imperial kin and the second-tier élite in the ability 

to hold key functions in the government for generations.135 This capability was certainly 

related to the reputation derived from their imperial kinship. Therefore, the main factors that 

defined the distinction between the two strata of Byzantine élite in the twelfth century was 

the consanguinity and marital alliance with the head of the empire and imperial families, the 

Komnenoi and the Doukai, or deficiency of these elements. A general difference between 

the two strata in terms of offices existed of course, but kinship was more essential. One 

cannot forget that the authority of an individual and his family from the Byzantine élite rested 

on informal power in many ways beside official jurisdiction. The connection between impe-

rial kinship and authority definitely had such non-official aspect too.136 

It is evident that the development of the twelfth-century second-tier élite was closely 

related to the evolution of the imperial kin as a distinct stratum. One can argue that only the 

crystallization of the Komnenian first-tier élite supports the definition of a lower social 

group. In fact, the genesis of the Komnenian second-tier élite is a consequence, or rather a 

correlative, of the rise of the imperial kin.137 Thus, Alexios I’s late politics and the conse-

quently postponed formation of the new leading stratum can induce a later development of 

the lesser group. Alexios’ policy of relying on a wider social support was known before 

Frankopan’s compelling theory, even if scholars did not connect this phenomenon to the 

                                                             
134 Constantine Opos and Basil Batatzes are good examples for this group, but similar cases are dicussed in 

more details in Chapter 2. 2. Basil Batatzes himself is treated on pages 153–54. 
135 See Chapter 3. 
136 Cheynet shortly deals with this issue: Jean-Claude Cheynet, ‘Official power and non-official power’, in 

Cheynet, Aristocracy, no. 7, pp. 139–40. 
137 It has been mentioned in the introduction that Niels Gaul reasonably describes the second-tier élite in a 

broader chronological frame. Therefore, it is rather identical with the civil aristocracy defined by Kazhdan, 

instead of a particular phenomenon of the Komnenian period, see chapter 1.1 ‘Defining the élite’. Still, it should 

be stressed that there were significant differences between the old and the Komnenian second-tier élite. Fur-

thermore, Gaul apparently describes this stratum as primarily Constantinopolitan. 
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denial of the extended family government, particularly its existence in the early Komnenian 

period.138 As it is stated in the previous subchapter, the beginnings of the twelfth-century 

first-tier élite remain in obscurity, but its formation was definitely a long process. The reign 

of Alexios I had some characteristics, such as the emperor’s marriage policy and the defi-

ciencies of the dynastic succession, that influenced the changes in the élite. Although Alex-

ios I had a relatively wide network of kinship in comparison to the emperors of the preceding 

era, the imperial extended family did not expand sufficiently to become a separate social 

stratum before the reign of John II. Consequently, the Komnenian second-tier élite devel-

oped sometime after 1118. Nevertheless, not only its formation raises questions about the 

latter stratum. 

Discussing the families and individuals having no kinship with the founder of the Kom-

nenian dynasty causes difficulties. Since the transformation of the division inside the élite 

did not occur in the reign of Alexios I, it is beneficial to consider the old second-tier élite in 

his rule instead of the Komnenian one. The principals of vertical classification or division of 

the Byzantine ruling stratum before the Komnenian era and under Alexios I were similar. 

There were social and economic differences among the members of the élite in these periods, 

and some families were able to maintain their more or less remarkable status for a time.139 

Still, this classification has little connection to the later division into imperial kin and Kom-

nenian second-tier élite, which characterised the twelfth century, due to differences in nature 

and background. The case of George Pakourianos clearly shows the problem of social clas-

sification. Pakourianos was one of the most distinguished generals in the early years of Alex-

ios I’s reign. He gained the title sebastos and was appointed as megas domestikos of the 

imperial armies.140 He never became a relative of the emperor however. According to the 

definition of the Komnenian first-tier élite, which was founded on the kinship with the Kom-

nenoi and the Doukai, but principally with the head of the empire himself, Pakourianos 

would have belonged to the concurrent second-tier élite.141 Nevertheless, placing the megas 

domestikos in the same stratum together with the ordinary civil bureaucrats would be inap-

propriate. This case demonstrates the significance of distinction between the old and 

                                                             
138 Jean-Claude Cheynet, ‘The Byzantine Aristocracy in the 10th–12th Centuries: A Review of the Book by A. 

Kazhdan and S. Ronchey’, in: Cheynet, Aristocracy, no. 2, p. 18. 
139 Kazhdan and Ronchey, L’aristocrazia, pp. 108–113. 
140 Alexiad, vol. 1, pp. 63–64, 2. 4. 6–7, p. 126, 4. 4. 1, pp. 132–33, 4. 6. 2, p. 146, 5. 3. 2, p. 200, 6. 14. 3. 
141 It is not surprising that Frankopan considered the case of Pakourianos as an evidence against the favour of 

imperial kin in the policy of Alexios I: P. Frankopan, ‘Role of the family’, pp. 185–86. 
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Komnenian second-tier élites and the difference between their nature. Therefore, one should 

be careful with the social classification during the ‘long’ twelfth century. 

Our recent knowledge on the appointments to several offices indicates that Alexios I 

relied on individuals with different social background even at the higher levels of admin-

istration. The founder of the Komnenian dynasty frequently appointed figures who had no 

kinship with the imperial families to important or even crucial positions. The cases of Tati-

kios megas primmikerios, Manuel Boutoumites, the doux of Nicaea, Eumathios Philokales, 

the governor of Cyprus (later that of Attaleia and megas doux), or Michael Anemas, the doux 

of an unknown district, clearly show this characteristic of Alexios I’s reign.142 Some of such 

granted individuals descended from families, which belonged to the leading élite before the 

Komnenian period.143 Thus, their reputation in the new court is less surprising. However, 

the majority included figures who were favoured by the emperor despite their moderate an-

cestry. The restricted number of capable relatives in this early stage of the new dynasty might 

have prevented Alexios I to overcome the higher levels of administration, filling it with his 

kin, if he ever intended to do so. 

The civil bureaucracy find itself in a manifold situation in the reign of Alexios I. The 

new government showed a growing supremacy of military administration, and the key fig-

ures of the court were responsible for military matters with few exceptions. However, some 

evidence also implies a relatively good reputation of civil officials in this time. The military 

nature of the Komnenian political system has been stressed by modern scholars for a long 

time.144 Some historians connected the religious disputes and trials, especially the case of 

John Italos, to the subversion of a political or social group, which had strong ties to the civil 

and church administration.145 The unfavourable attitude of the new government towards the 

civil bureaucracy is supported by some remarks by Zonaras on Alexios’ reign.146 One cannot 

                                                             
142 Blachernai, p. 217–18; Alexiad, vol. 1, pp. 126–27, 4. 4. 3, pp. 190–91, 6. 10. 5-7, p. 263, 9. 2. 4, p. 287, 

10. 2. 7, p. 329, 11. 2. 10, p. 330, 11. 3. 3, pp. 343–44, 11. 7. 4, pp. 350, 11. 10. 2, p. 425, 14. 1. 3, pp. 429–30, 

14. 2. 6. The emperor’s favour on Tatikios was manifested in the Arab’s appointment to several very important 
duties and missions, P. Frankopan, ‘Kinship’, pp. 10, 24. Philokales as the stratopedarches of Cyprus got an 

occasional and special assignment on the island, definitely for the pacification of this territory. This is also a 

sign of imperial admiration, Stavros G. Georgiou, ‘Eumathios Philokales as stratopedarches of Cyprus (ca. 

1092)’, BS 66 (2008): pp. 167–72. 
143 Only Michael Anemas belonged to this group among the aforementioned favourites of Alexios I. Nonethe-

less, Gregory Pakourianos gives the finest example of officials who personally played important role in the 

government before the Komnenian ascension or their family held considerable positions in the preceding pe-

riod. See Werner Seibt, The Byzantine seals of the Pakourianos Clan (Tbilisi, 2014). 
144 G. Ostrogorsky, Byzantine State, p. 371; Magdalino, Empire, p. 185. 
145 Michael Angold, Church and society in Byzantium under the Comneni, 1081–1261 (Cambridge, 1995), p. 

50; cf. Joan M. Hussey, The Orthodox Church in the Byzantine Empire (Oxford, 1990), p. 145. 
146 Zonaras, vol. 3, p. 729, 18. 20. 15, p. 733, 18. 21. 14, p. 766, 18. 29. 23. 
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deny the position of military affairs superior to the status of the other segments. Still, the 

careers of some individuals, such as Constantine Choirosphaktes, Andronikos Skleros or 

John Solomon, indicate the possibility of gaining high reputation in the court of Alexios I 

without any evidence of significant service in the army.147 The monastic documents also 

show that Alexios I frequently relied on civil bureaucrats, yet this phenomenon should be 

treated with great care. The concerned issues naturally involved the bureaucracy, and these 

affairs suggest little about the high reputation of civil officials. Furthermore, this evidence 

is provided by a specific group of sources, which had a periodical increase during the reign 

of Alexios. Nevertheless, the functions and charges gave only an aspect of the government 

among others. 

The system of court titles shows a slightly clearer imperial practice. The new honorary 

dignities invented by Alexios I and the ranks of caesar and sebastos were mainly given to 

the emperor’s relatives in the early Komnenian period. Consequently, dignitaries having no 

close kinship to the dynasty were promoted with the old titles up to protonobellisimos in the 

vast majority of cases. Nevertheless, the synodical list of the council of Blachernai in 1094 

reveals that the imperial practice was not completely coherent concerning the ranks in the 

reign of Alexios I.148 Further exceptions appear in other sources that present individuals, 

such as Eumathios Philokales sebastos and Andronikos Skleros sebastos, who received one 

of the new titles beside little chance of marital connections or consanguinity with the Kom-

nenoi and the Doukai.149 Honorary dignities could play an important role in the development 

of the first-tier élite, yet the above-mentioned cases underline the even higher significance 

of unofficial factors. The successes of Philokales and Skleros occurring in their ranks re-

mained in individual scale, since their families were slightly affected by these careers. Nei-

ther the Skleroi nor the Philokalai were able to emerge to the imperial kin throughout the 

whole period. Their failure seems more interesting in regard to the ability of other families, 

                                                             
147 For detailed analysis on Choirosphaktes and Solomon, see the chapters 3. 5 ‘The Solomontes” and 4. 2 ‘The 
man of Alexios I: Constantine Choirosphaktes’. 
148 Blachernai, p. 217. Three of the listed sebastoi, Constantine Maniakes, Marinos Neapolites and Constantine 

Houmbertopoulos were not imperial relatives. However, the latter two were strangers who represented the 

ducal family of Napoli and the Hautevilles, and they were consequently raised to sebastos according to their 

origins. This was another pattern followed by Alexios I: Blachernai, p. 239, no. 8. 
149 Obv.: Τὸν Φιλοκάλην, Μῆτερ ἁγνή, σὸν λάτρην, rev.: σεβαστὸν Εὐμάθιον ἀναγνώριζε, Laurent, Bulles 

métriques, p. 184, no. 522; obv.: Ἀνδρόνικος σεβαστὸς, rev.: πραίτωρ ὁ Σκληρός, Cheynet and Theodoridis, 

Sceaux, p. 197, no. 191; obv.: Ἀνδρόν[ι]κος σεβ[αστὸς] πραίτωρ λο[γα]ριαστὴς ἐ[ξι]σωτὴς, rev.: καὶ 

ἀναγραφεὺς Θράκης καὶ Μακεδονίας ὁ Σκληρός, Cheynet and Theodoridis, Sceaux, pp. 197–98, no. 192. A 

chrysobull of Alexios I also mentions Skleros in this rank, although the text of the original document is serious 

damaged at that point, and only a copy of Theodoretos provides us with a complete (yet imperfect) version. 

Original text: Lavra, vol. 1, p. 292, no. 56, l. 6. A fragment from Theodoretos’ copy: Lavra, vol. 1, p. 296. 
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such as the Anemades, Arabantenoi, Kamateroi, Kontostephanoi etc., to rise into the first-

tier élite after Alexios I. This indicates the complex conditions of rising to the highest level 

of society: consanguinity, personal favour of the emperor, maintaining key positions in the 

administration for a long time, family tradition and reputation and generally networking. 

Nevertheless, the decades following Alexios I’s death provided significant changes in the 

politics and the élite. 

The former subchapter indicates that investigation on the élite under John II is not a 

simple task owing to the fragmental evidence of political and social conditions in his reign. 

Individuals out of the imperial kin seems to gain less reputation in the court, although the 

years of Alexios I’s successor suffer the lack of sources of some sorts. Our evidence about 

the bureaucracy in the first decades of the Komnenian period relies on the remaining monas-

tic documents whose number considerably decreases, when we turn to the reign of John II.150 

The accounts of historical sources provide little information about the administration and its 

social background between Alexios I’s death and Manuel I’s ascension to the throne. Hence 

our major sources are the seals and the letters, poems and orations of several intellectuals of 

the period.151 However, these alternative sources do not give evidence contradicting the gen-

eral sentiment about the political system and the social conditions in these years. 

Several authors celebrated civil and church officials when they paid attention to the 

second-tier élite in the reign of John II. The majority of orations and poems were dedicated 

to the emperor and his relatives, yet some works of these sorts praise the representatives of 

the lesser stratum. Alexios Aristenos was held in remarkable, if not exceptional, regard by 

the authors of that time, such as Nikephoros Basilakes and Theodore Prodromos, among the 

members of the second-tier élite.152 The production of orations and poems was related to the 

patronage given by the élite, particularly the imperial kin and the most notable bureau-

crats.153 These factors imply the reputation and authority of Alexios Aristenos gained 

through service in the civil and church administration without kinship ties to the imperial 

dynasty. In a general sense, this literary production and its patronage indicate further 

                                                             
150 The few occasions, when John II issued documents are preserved in Patmos, vol. 1, pp. 78–88, no. 8. In an 

official document, there are remarks on the efforts of John II to re-establish the abandoned Monastery of Saint 

Paul at Latros, Latros, pp. 208–210, no. 12, ll. 49–57. Regarding the monastic concerns of John II, one cannot 

ignore the typikon of John’s own foundation, the Monastery of Pantokrator: Gautier, ‘Pantocrator’, pp. 1–145. 
151 Michael Italikos wrote a considerable part of his letters and speeches in this period: Italikos, pp. 81–98, 

105–38, 141–68, 173–75, 181–83, 211–12, 222–33, 239–70, nos. 3–5, 8–12, 14–21, 23, 27, 34, 37–40, 43. 

Some of Nikephoros Basilakes’ orations are dated to the reign of John II, and Theodore Prodromos started his 

intellectual career in the early years of John’s rule. 
152 For a short prosopographic analysis of Aristenos’ career, see chapter, 3. 2 ‘The Aristenoi’. 
153 M. Mullett, ‘Patronage’, especially pp. 180–87. 
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characteristics of the new second-tier élite. Firstly, the most successful representatives of the 

stratum served in civil and church positions. Secondly, the second-tier élite members who 

took military service seemingly showed greater passivity towards the intellectual patronage. 

The reason of the latter phenomenon could be the early and continuous ascendance of the 

most potential figures and families into the first-tier élite due to the extensive marriage policy 

of John II. 

Due to John II’s politics, the situation of offices became clearer in comparison to the 

reign of Alexios I. The development of the imperial kin and its privileged position in the 

new imperial policy decreased the possibilities of officials who did not belong to the distin-

guished stratum. It does not mean however that certain representatives of the second-tier 

élite did not reach the positions, which mainly characterised the imperial kin. Nevertheless, 

such officers rather give exceptions, and the members of the second-tier élite could largely 

hope for a successful career by reaching the positions of the higher judges or metropolitans. 

The emphasis on military matters in the government during the long twelfth century did not 

mean that the civil and ecclesiastical administration lost their importance or their officials 

lacked considerable authority in the period.154 The significance of these territories of gov-

ernment is testified by the fact that the imperial kin also absorbed individuals and families, 

such as the Kamateroi and, later, the Styppeiotai, who held positions in the civil government 

and the church.155 And some Komnenoi also took charge in these segments of administra-

tion.156 Still the latter phenomenon did not cause an exclusion of the Komnenian second-tier 

élite from the highest echelons of the institutions concerned. John II’s reign established or 

strengthened the features nonetheless that characterised the following decades of the era. 

The reign of Manuel I provided little change in the conditions of the second-tier élite in 

general terms. The stratum had the opportunities similar to the preceding decades under John 

II, and the administration showed new characteristics due to the continuing development of 

                                                             
154 The church administration, especially the metropolitans, played an important role in the provincial admin-
istration, J. Herrin, ‘Realities’, pp. 257–59. Such administrative functions of the metropolitans were not the 

inventions of John II, but they were the results of a long development of provincial life instead. Hence this 

phenomenon had little connection with the development of political system and the élite. 
155 Choniates, History, vol. 1, p. 9, ll. 21–22 (on Gregory Kamateros); Kinnamos, History, p. 210, ll. 18–20, 5. 

4 (on Andronikos Kamateros); Prodromos, Gedichte, p. 525, no. 73, ll. 10–11 (on Theodore Styppeiotes). The-

odore Styppeiotes married a cousin of Manuel I, Eudokia Komnene, K. Varzos, Γενεαλογία, pp. 368–81, no. 

146α. 
156 Beside the well-known early case of Isaac sebastokrator, the brother of Alexios I, one can think of John 

Komnenos, Choniates, History, vol. 1, p. 9, ll. 8–11, and Monk John (Adrian Komnenos), Ioannis Sakellion, 

Πατμιακή Βιβλιοθήκη ήτοι αναγραφή των εν τη Βιβλιοθήκη της κατά την νήσον Πάτμον Γεραράς και Βασιλικής 

Μονής του Αγίου Αποστόλου και Ευαγγελιστού Ιωάννου του Θεολόγου τεθησαυρισμένων χειρογράφων τευχών 

(Athens, 1890), p. 317. 
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extended family government. Magdalino stresses that the significance of honorary dignities 

decreased, while the focus was shifted onto the offices at the lesser levels of administration 

under Manuel I.157 These phenomena accompanied the growing importance of kinship in the 

official titles among the imperial relatives.158 The main sources for these changes are the 

lists of attendants on the ecclesiastic councils gathered by Manuel I throughout his reign.159 

Alternative material for analysis could be given by the lead seals issued in this particular 

period, yet their dating allows only careful assumptions. In the case of the second-tier élite, 

however, the bullae often refer only to the sealers’ name, and the portion of this concept 

appears increasing throughout the twelfth century.160 Therefore, one should carefully turn to 

seals in exploring the importance of official positions and honorific titles in representation. 

The turbulent years following the reign of Manuel I considerably affected the second-

tier élite too. The last two decades before the disastrous fourth crusade witnessed the decline 

of the political system built by the Komnenoi and thus the serious crisis of the extended 

family government. The several emperors of this period, Andronikos I, Isaac II and Alexios 

III, applied different policies to treat the internal problems of the state.161 Modern scholars 

have been agreed on Andronikos’ and Isaac’s attempts to decrease the power of the imperial 

kin.162 The empire suffered financial problems in the reign of the Angeloi, yet the govern-

ment was far from being ineffective in those years. The tax burden increased on the popula-

tion of the empire in the same time. The contradiction is explained by the intensifying cor-

ruption of the administration, of which main beneficiary was the first-tier élite.163 

Nonetheless, some letters of Michael Choniates imply that the provincial officials who were 

recruited from the second-tier élite also attempted to earn as much income as possible 

through corrupt practices.164 In general, the decrease of imperial control apparently could 

                                                             
157 Magdalino, Empire, p. 183. 
158 Magdalino, Empire, p. 182–83. 
159 Magdalino, Empire, pp. 182–85. 
160 Such tendency is demonstrated, e. g., by the seals of the Anzai and the Skleroi: John Nesbitt and Werner 

Seibt, ‘The Anzas Family. Members of the Byzantine Civil Establishment in the Eleventh, Twelfth, and Thir-
teenth Centuries’, DOP 67 (2013): pp. 202–6; Werner Seibt, Die Skleroi: eine prosopographisch-sigillogra-

phische Studie (Vienna, 1976), pp. 97–111. 
161 For detailed analyses of these reigns, see Kostis Smyrlis, ‘Sybaris on the Bosphoros: Luxury, Corruption 

and the Byzantine State under the Angeloi (1185–1203)’, in: Byzantium, 1180–1204: ‘The Sad Quarter of a 

Century’? ed. Alicia Simpson (Athens, 2015), pp. 159–78; cf. Magdalino, ‘Komnenoi’, pp. 646–53, 655–57, 

659–63. 
162 Magdalino, ‘Komnenoi’, pp. 660–62. 
163 K. Smyrlis, „Sybaris’, pp. 160–73. 
164 Michael Choniates, Letters, pp. 85–86, no. 63, pp. 87–89, no. 65. It should be also noted however that the 

fiscal system of the empire faced more essential problems due to corruption. The so-called Marcian treatise on 

taxation clearly demonstrates several characteristics of the structure mostly related to the significance of per-

sonal connections that chronologically exceeded the crisis of the late Komnenian period despite the 
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broaden the opportunities of the second-tier élite. However, the increasing fraud deepened 

the tension between the several elements of the stratum serving in positions of competing 

interests. Nevertheless, it is time to deal with the conditions of the more specific elements of 

the Komnenian second-tier élite. 

One of the well-known segments of the Byzantine empire, where the second-tier élite 

flourished, was the church. The stratum was the social background of the high clergy and 

the bureaucracy of the Great Church of Hagia Sophia. The relation between the second-tier 

élite and the ecclesiastical affairs is well studied.165 Former observations revealed that 

church, especially the high clergy, provided the most stable space for this social group.166 

Furthermore, the authority of the second-tier élite increased in religious matters during the 

‘long’ twelfth century.167 The background of this change was partly the new collaboration 

between the imperial court and the bureaucracy of the Great Church.168 This dissertation 

gives little contribution to the scholarly discussion on the connection between the second-

tier élite and the church. Nevertheless, it is worth stressing two details here. Firstly, the 

transformation of the élite in the reign of John II apparently did not affect the position of the 

second-tier élite in the church. This fact coincides with the aforementioned results of former 

studies on the stability. Secondly, the church and especially the prelates appointed to pro-

vincial sees belonged to those factors, which now raise the problem of connection between 

the second-tier élite and the provincial élites. 

The local élites of the provinces raise numerous questions regarding their position in the 

twelfth-century ruling stratum. The main problem is whether we can describe the second-

tier élite only as a Constantinopolitan stratum, or it was a wider social phenomenon. It has 

been mentioned that the majority of the scholars suggest a limitation to the capital.169 Angold 

and Kazhdan consider the élites of the provinces and the provincial towns composing a 

                                                             
uncertainties about the dating of this document: Leonora Neville, ‘The Marcian Treatise on Taxation and the 

Nature of Bureaucracy in Byzantium’, BF, 26 (2000), pp. 47–62. 
165 One can hardly ignore the fundamental works on the Byzantine church in general or in the Komnenian 

period: Jean Darrouzès, Recherches sur les ὀφφίκια de l’église byzantine (Paris, 1970), especially pp. 51–107; 
Angold, Church and society, passim. Recently, two doctoral dissertations were written about the Byzantine 

prelates, dealing with the social aspects of the ecclesiastical affairs: Jack Roskilly, ‘Λογιώτατοι ποίμενες. Les 

évêques et leur autorité dans la société byzantine des XIe-XIIe siècles’, doctoral thesis (Université Paris 1 

Panthéon-Sorbonne, 2017), especially pp. 34–101; Péter Tamás Bara, ‘Prelates, Paideia, Politics. Observations 

on the Sources, Background, and Legacy of the Komnenian Iconoclasm’, doctoral thesis (University of Szeged, 

2019). I would like to thank Péter Bara that he gave me the opportunity to read his thesis before the public 

defence. 
166 Herrin, ‘Realities’, pp. 258–61; Michael Angold, ‘The imperial administration and the patriarchal clergy in 

twelfth century’, BF, 19 (1993), pp. 17–24. 
167 Magdalino, Empire, pp. 317–20. 
168 Angold, Church and society, pp. 54–60. 
169 See the literature in subchapter 1. 1. 
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separate stratum.170 Niels Gaul implies a stronger correlation between provincial and capital 

élites nonetheless.171 Several cases demonstrate the strong connection between Constantino-

ple and the provinces in the high echelons of the Byzantine society. Examples are found in 

different moments of the long twelfth century. The Bourtzai, the Hephaistoi (the family of 

Theophylact of Ochrid), the Tornikai, the Malakai, the Choniatai and the Sgouroi examples 

for those houses, which resided both in Constantinople and in any of the provinces.172 The 

early examples, the Bourtzai, the Hephaistoi and the Tornikai, also show that this phenom-

enon was not related to the social changes caused by the Komnenian politics (e. g. the rise 

of the Komnenian first-tier and second-tier élites), it was a consequence of the older and 

deeper processes, e. g. the Constantinopolisation of the higher élite, instead. One might re-

gard it an emergence of a branch of a provincial family into a distinct and more prominent 

social stratum similarly to the rise of a branch from the Komnenian second-tier élite to the 

first-tier élite. However, the sources indicate the maintenance of strong connections between 

the provincial families and their kinsfolk in the capital. The situation of the provincial met-

ropolitans and bishops, their relation to their environment at their sees and to the capital also 

supports the unity of the capital and provincial élites into one stratum after the formation of 

the Komnenian second-tier élite at latest.173 Moreover, there are other aspects that imply this 

unification. 

It is a question whether there is a correlation between the limitation of the (Komnenian) 

second-tier élite and erudition. There was a significant difference between the capital and 

the provinces in terms of educational conditions without doubt. In the eleventh and twelfth 

centuries, only Constantinople provided higher education for the élite. Literacy was consid-

erably less sophisticated in the provinces except for those individuals who moved from the 

capital for different purposes. In the eleventh century, prominent intellectuals, the 

                                                             
170 Michael Angold, ‘Introduction’, in: Byzantine Aristocracy, pp. 4–5 (referring to Kazhdan’s argument); An-

gold, ‘Archons and Dynasts’, passim; Kazhdan and Ronchey, L’aristocrazia, pp. 133–39, especially pp. 137–

39. 
171 Gaul, ‘Rising élites’, pp. 240–41. 
172 It is interesting that the theme of Hellas and Peloponnese was the homeland of a considerable number of the 

families known for their joint interests in the capital and the provinces. The Hephaistoi, the Tornikai, the Ma-

lakai and the Sgouroi came from the Greek mainland in the twelfth century. It is worth stressing that one cannot 

consider this region the real place of origin in the case of the Tornikai who had a significantly longer and older 

history than the other aforementioned families. However, the Tornikai who flourished in the twelfth century 

emerged from the branch that had previously resided in Hellas and Peloponnese. On the families mentioned 

above, see subchapter 5. 3; Mullett, Theophylact, pp. 261–77 (providing an even more complex approach to 

the problem of correlation between capital and province); Tornikes, Letters, pp. 25–28, Georg Stadtmüller, 

Michael Choniates Metropolit von Athen (ca. 1138 – ca. 1222) (Roma, 1934), pp. 16–21, 184–190 (on Cho-

niatai and Malakai); Simpson, Niketas Choniates, pp. 11–23; Fotini Vlachopoulou, The life and times of Leon 

Sgouros: Byzantine lord of Northeastern Peloponnese in the early 13th century (Athens, 2002). 
173 However, one can argue the same in the case of the old second-tier élite too. 
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representatives of the élite, repeatedly discussed on their membership in ‘the list of the wise’ 

or ‘the list of the learned’.174 These phrases indicate the existence of a certain group identity 

within the Byzantine élite, and twelfth-century sources imply a similar sentiment. However, 

it is doubtful whether these ambiguous phrases were adequate to denote an explicit social 

stratum. Furthermore, higher education was not a privilege of the Constantinopolitan bu-

reaucracy. At least a part of the leading élite was involved in learning at the same level, and 

professional intellectuals out of the ruling stratum attended similar training too. Therefore, 

erudition surpassed some evident limits, among which the boundary between the first-tier 

and second-tier élite more explains the problem. The distinction between the leading élite 

and the lower élite is essentially determined by the quantity of authority. Consequently, the 

definition of the confines of second-tier élite, its separation from other social groups, should 

completely rest on the aspect of power instead of access to higher education. 

There was no clear distinction between the Constantinopolitan and the provincial élites 

in terms of authority. Those who held the higher positions in the civil administration or the 

patriarchate of Constantinople definitely gained more political power than the vast majority 

of the provincial élites. It is questionable nonetheless whether the lower bureaucracy of the 

central government and the church of Hagia Sophia, subordinate officials, secretaries, scrib-

ers and ordinary deacons, were superior to all the prominent figures of the provinces. The 

land disputes throughout the period reveals several individuals, such as Romanos Rentenos, 

Theotimos Loukites, Leo Loukites or John Karantenos, who seemingly had the potential to 

oppose the authority of great monasteries until the intervention of the central government, 

or even despite the latter.175 Furthermore, the passivity of the central government out of the 

capital gave the opportunity for the powerful and notable households to express their author-

ity over their towns and neighbourhoods in the provinces.176 All these features meant that 

there was a slight difference between the Constantinopolitan and provincial élites regarding 

the source of authority. The bureaucracy in the capital obviously gained power from offices 

and proximity to the central government. The provincial élites were also bureaucratic, but 

another portion of their authority came from their informal influence on their vicinity due to 

the aforementioned semi-independence from the imperial regime. It is possible to consider 

                                                             
174 Bernard, Writing and Reading, pp. 175–81. 
175 On the case of Rentenos and the Loukites brothers, see Lavra, vol. 1, pp. 326–34, no. 64; Bartusis, Land 

and privilege pp. 37–50. Bartusis has doubt about the social rank of Rentenos and his fellows. However, the 

sales contract of Eudokia, daughter of George Bourion, implies that the Rentenoi were a notable family in the 

early twelfth century: Docheiariou, p. 68, no. 3, ll. 13–14. On Karantenos, see subchapter 5. 4. For more details 

on the authority of the provincial élites, see chapter 5. 
176 For literature on this topic, see page 18, note 32. 
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the provincial élites a part of the second-tier élite, especially the Komnenian second-tier 

élite. Nonetheless, this definition raises further problems. 

By uniting the Constantinopolitan and the provincial élites into one stratum, we create 

a considerably wide and heterogenous social category. When we diminish the boundaries 

between the capital and the provinces in regard to the second-tier élite, the bottom limits of 

the stratum raise questions. Angold distinguishes a couple of social groups in the provincial 

society, following the Byzantine terminology: magnates (archontes), soldiers (stratiotai), 

householders (oikodespotai) or middle stratum (mesoi) and finally the people (laos).177 How-

ever, the Byzantine vocabulary of categorisation was anything but obvious. It is debatable 

whether the terms archon, stratiotes or oikodespotes in a given record are applicable for 

exact determination of social position without doubt. The evidence is not sufficient for the 

clear division of the provincial society in the Komnenian period. Consequently, it is difficult 

to describe the correlations between the social elements of provinces and the local admin-

istration more precisely than the local élite was involved in both the lay administration and 

the court of the bishop or metropolitan. There is no evidence of a point inside the provincial 

élites where we can define a distinction between the second-tier élite and a lower level of 

the ruling stratum. The bottom limit of the second-tier élite is identified with the boundary 

between the provincial élites and the rest of the local societies therefore. 

The distinction between the second-tier élite and the middle stratum is a key point of the 

definition of the former social group. In general, the separation of the élite from the lower 

levels of the Byzantine society raises less questions, if we approach the problem from the 

aspect of political power. The Byzantines apparently considered the whole bureaucracy as 

the élite.178 Evidence shows that political authority provided an incomparable advantage for 

its owners in the Byzantine society. Therefore, the middle stratum consisted of social ele-

ments, which were excluded from the administrative and political institutions of the empire, 

but still played important roles in other fields. These fields were the economy and intellec-

tuality. 

Merchants, artisans and professional intellectuals composed the Byzantine middle stra-

tum in the twelfth century.179 All these elements emerged from the urban population due to 

the revival of the economy and culture of the Byzantine towns. The entity of the middle 

                                                             
177 Angold, Archons and Dynasts, p. 239. 
178 Kazhdan and Ronchey, L’aristocrazia, p. 129. 
179 On this social stratum or strata, see Jean-Claude Cheynet, ‘Le rôle de la « bourgoisie » Constantinopolitaine 

(XIe –XIIe siècle)’, ZRVI, 47 (2009), pp. 89–104. 
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stratum is not completely obvious with these elements included however. Theodore Prodro-

mos, a representative of professional intellectuals, attempted to distinguish himself from ar-

tisans.180 Kazhdan rightly separates professional intellectuals from the intelligentsia of the 

bureaucracy who mainly belonged to the second-tier élite. Professional intellectuals, unlike 

their parallels in the élite, only depended on incomes from scholarly activity.181 The situation 

of the merchants is interesting, since they had the possibility to build an economic back-

ground, which occasionally exceeded the possibilities of the less prominent figures of the 

second-tier élite. Nevertheless, the separation of the traders from the élite does not rely solely 

on the simplification of social division into a bureaucratic élite and a non-bureaucratic élite. 

Some evidence shows that merchants were vulnerable to the threat from the élite.182 It is 

evident that the middle stratum was a heterogeneous social group, similarly to the second-

tier élite. Its members relied on various supplies, either those were economic activity, liter-

acy, a network of acquaintances or artistic skills. Theodore Prodromos’ own separation from 

the artisans can be interpreted as a strong denial of the fact that professional intellectuals 

were associated with the middle stratum.183 

Between its limits described above, the second-tier élite included a wide range of the 

Byzantine society. This stratum was definitely a heterogenous social formation in regard to 

function and geography. The second-tier élite included the vast majority of bureaucrats in 

civil administration, the functionaries of the provinces, the administrators of the patriar-

chates, the higher clergy down to the bishops, the ecclesiastical officials of the dioceses and 

archdioceses as well as soldiers. The position of the second-tier élite in the army is still in 

question, since the majority of the higher posts were secured by the imperial kin. However, 

some of the examples for the obscure distinction between the leading élite and the second-

tier élite by official function, e. g. Constantine Opos and Basil Batatzes, flourished in the 

military administration in fact.184 Although the evidence is fragmentary concerning this spe-

cific problem, the appearance of such individuals throughout the period indicates the 

                                                             
180 Prodromos, Historische Gedichte, p. 378–79, no. 38, ll. 39–40, 68–74; Kazhdan and Franklin, Studies, pp. 

109–10. 
181 Kazhdan and Wharton-Epstein, Change, pp. 130–32. For example, Theodore Prodromos, John Tzetzes, 
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In fact, these (in social terms) vertical networks could connect individuals of different origin. On the elitism of 

Byzantine intellectuals, see Magdalino, ‘Snobbery’, pp. 58–78, passim; Bernard, Writing and Reading. 
184 For literature on the Opoi, see page 99, note 375. 
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perpetual presence of the second-tier élite in the army at least in a moderate amount. The 

heterogeneous nature of the stratum raises several problems. 

The position of the second-tier élite suffered some changes throughout the period. Yet 

the nearly first half of the era raises questions. Due to the politics of Alexios I and the delayed 

monopolisation of the leading élite by the extended imperial family, it is difficult to speak 

about a Komnenian second-tier élite until the reign of John II.185 While the superiority of the 

imperial kin is beyond doubt, several members of the lower élite had the opportunity to gain 

considerable authority too. In the following two chapters, we will observe in details how the 

inferiority of the second-tier élite occurred both in the scale of families or branches and on 

the private level. 

* * 

The second-tier élite developed in interesting circumstances. The marking point for the po-

litical and social tendencies leading to the formulation of the Komnenian first-tier and the 

second-tier élite was not the ascension of Alexios I to the imperial throne. Alexios’ politics 

delayed transformation of his extended family into a highly privileged and distinguishable 

stratum of the Byzantine élite. The Komnenian second-tier élite, the stratum of officials (and 

their families) excluded from the imperial kindred, appeared in the reign of John II. As the 

political system experienced changes and different directions, the conditions of the lower 

élite evolved throughout the period. Obviously, membership in the second-tier élite did not 

necessarily mean the complete lack of imperial favour. Nevertheless, this situation and other 

phenomena occurred in complicated mechanisms, which can get attention in the following 

parts of the dissertation. 

                                                             
185 It is important to stress the distinction between the old or pre-Komnenian and the Komnenian second-tier 

élite again. See pages 44–46. 
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3 Families from the second-tier élite 

The analysis of families is an important part of the investigation on the Byzantine sec-

ond-tier élite. The previous chapter deals with the political aspects of the question what op-

portunities the lower group of the ruling stratum had to reach the higher echelons of the 

government. This chapter attempts to reveal the social elements of the problem however. 

The prosopographical analysis of families, which belonged to the second-tier élite, is a good 

method to achieve the aforementioned purpose. The chapter focuses on five houses from the 

stratum: the Akropolitai, the Aristenoi, the Pantechnai, the Pepagomenoi and the Tessara-

kontapecheis. The main interest of this observation is the stability of the position on a given 

rank, especially on a higher one. There is also an attempt to examine the families for other 

phenomena such as the influence and strategies of intermarriage and in general the methods 

of family policy in the stratum. 

3. 1 The Akropolitai 

The analysis of the history of the Akropolitai in the long twelfth century gives an inter-

esting case in regard to chronological aspects. This family belonged to those houses, whose 

reputation and influence reached their apogee after the forth crusade and the sack of Con-

stantinople in 1204. Their most famous and successful representative was George Akropo-

lites, the historian and politician under the Nicaean regime and in the restored empire, with-

out doubt. Akropolites himself praised his noble ancestry in his historical work, which can 

be interpreted as a posterior ‘nobilisation’ of the family, one of which members emerged to 

the highest echelons of the government and the society.186 Despite the doubts about the old 

reputation of the Akropolitai, it is still an interesting question, how a family managed to 

maintain or increase its positions in the administration in the preceding periods. This chapter 

aims to analyse the careers of the Akropolitai and the conditions of the family in general 

throughout the long twelfth century with a brief survey on their circumstances before the 

Komnenian era. 

                                                             
186 Georgi Acropolitae Opera, ed. August Heisenberg, 2 vols. (Leipzig, 1903), vol. 1, p. 49, ll. 18–19, Historia, 
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The Akropolitai flourished in the civil administration even before the ascendance of the 

Komnenian dynasty. Their surname derived from the Acropolis of Constantinople, and tak-

ing name from a quarter of the capital was a popular method among the Constantinopolitan 

élite.187 Our knowledge of this family is mainly based on a little sigillary evidence. However, 

the earliest evidence of the family is given by a narrative source, the Patria, written in the 

tenth century. This work states that a certain Akropolites possessed the house of Toubakes 

and Iberitzes.188 Several seals show that the Akropolitai reached moderate positions in the 

civil government, and indicate an interesting connection with the stratiotikon logothesion in 

the eleventh century.189 Also, there is no information about positions higher than the epi tou 

Chrysotriklinou. All the evidence is dated to the second quarter and the middle of the elev-

enth century that raises questions about the complete course of the career of the Akropolitai 

in the period. Their moderate rank underlines the curiosity of their family name that appeared 

relatively early in comparison with the majority of the civil bureaucracy.190 Even if the name 

in the Patria was only a cognomen, it had to transform into a family name soon in the fol-

lowing generation. Although the connection between the owner of the aforementioned house 

and the later Akropolitai is hypothetical, it is highly feasible. Nevertheless, the sources, even 

if only for some decades, give a certain picture about the conditions of the family before the 

Komnenian regime. 

We have more information about the Akropolitai after the ascension of Alexios I to the 

imperial throne. The sources allow us to reconstruct the progress of the family in regard to 

its position in the administration and the élite. The evidence mainly relies on sigillary mate-

rial, yet monastic documents and epistolography also provide great addition to the history of 

the Akropolitai. Our fragmental knowledge about the positions of the Akropolitai indicates 

typical representatives of the civil bureaucracy. The main goal of the following pages is to 

reveal how the Komnenian government affected the conditions of this family. 

A certain Nicholas definitely held the inferior position among the Akropolitai of his 

time. We know very little about his career, since only a pittakion of Alexios I issued in 1088 

mentions him. This document was addressed to the department of military budget 

(στρατιωτικὸν λογοθεσίον) to record the imperial chrysobull, which granted the whole island 

                                                             
187 Kazhdan and Wharton-Epstein, Change, p. 65. 
188 Theodor Preger (ed.), Scriptores originum Constantinopolitanarum (Leipzig, 1907), p. 150, ll. 1–2, 1. 71. 
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190 On the development of the Byzantine family name, see Cheynet, ‘Aristocratic Anthroponymy’, no. 3, espe-

cially pp. 10–11. 
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of Patmos to Monk Christodoulos, in the registers of the office.191 Nicholas signed the doc-

ument as bestarches and the chartoularios of the department.192 Giving his signature to the 

pittakion, he was involved in a regular administrative activity. He did not play a key role in 

the affair that laid behind the series of several imperial charters. What is more interesting 

here is Nicholas’ absolute and relative position. As chartoularios of the sekreton, he was 

subordinated to a certain Niketas magistros and logothetes of the stratiotikon, the head of 

the aforementioned department, yet belonged to the senior officials of the department. It is 

also worth noting that holding the honorary title of bestarches, Akropolites gained the high-

est rank together with John Chrysoberges among the chartoularioi of the office. Nonethe-

less, Nicholas reached a moderate position either in general or in comparison with his con-

temporary kin. 

A considerably higher rank was held by Michael Akropolites, probably, some years 

later, in the turn of the eleventh and twelfth centuries. He was designated kensor and 

parathalassites at the same time, yet his superior position did not rely on the fact of multiple 

functions relatively frequent in the period. Our evidence is taken from a lonely lead seal 

dated to the turn of the eleventh and twelfth centuries.193 The inscription of the bulla misses 

the sealer’s honorary title, another, still, important factor showing the holder’s situation in 

the government.194 Of course, one could decide, which personal information was to be rep-

resented on his seal used for particular purposes. Showing only the combined offices on the 

seal was an effective concept for authorization and identification in official administrative 

affairs, and it also reduced the size and the costs of the bulla. Furthermore, the fact that both 

Nicholas’ and Michael’s functions remained in the sources gives the analysis of the Akropo-

lites family a great contribution, a greater one than titles alone could. 

The most distinguished member of the family in the period flourished around the second 

third of the twelfth century. Several sources mention a certain Michael Akropolites with 

different functions, and it is probable that one individual stood behind these cases.195 An 

imperial chrysobull issued in 1148 refers to Michael when held the office of megas 

                                                             
191 Patmos, vol. 1, p. 339, no. 48, γ (the main body of text, ll. 227–233, is identical to the edited one of the 
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195 Wassiliou-Seibt, Corpus, vol. 2, p. 476, no. 2400. 
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logariastes.196 Another charter of Manuel I was signed by Michael Akropolites without any 

reference to his office.197 His preserved seal, a very simple one, dated to the middle of the 

twelfth century calls him dikaiophylax.198 We can connect these to one individual, Michael 

Akropolites who served Manuel I with certainty. Although Laurent also connected a homon-

ymous figure who was designated a megas chartoularios of the sekreton tou genikou to the 

dikaiophylax, his dating of the chartoularios’ bulla, the main source, appears incorrect.199 

The remaining strict information about Michael’s career implies a typical civil course, in 

which separation between financial and judicial duties dissolved. Still the sources do not 

allow a clear arrangement of his offices. It is only hypothetical, presuming a perpetually 

ascending position and successful activity, that Michael had been dikaiophylax, a minor 

judge responsible for ecclesiastic cases, before he reached the office of megas logariastes 

supervising the fiscal matters of the central government. One can consider this Michael the 

most successful member of his family in the period despite the bare evidence about his ca-

reer. Yet the paucity of data on the further representatives of the Akropolitai until 1204 urges 

us to treat this with caution. 

In the same part of the twelfth century, a contemporary relative of Michael Akropolites 

provides a curious case. A metrical seal dated to the middle third of the century, the only 

known source about this member, bears a simple inscription, which gives opportunity for 

several interpretations in the same time. Σφραγ(ὶς) γραφῶν Μύρωνος Ἀκροπολίτου as the 

verse tells on the reverse of the bulla.200 Wassilious-Seibt treats the problem of the inscrip-

tion, which is related to the identification of the sealer, in details. According to her, the main 

issue of the source is that the word Μύρωνος, a singular genitive form of Myron, could be 

the given name of Akropolites or the location of bishopric see. Wassiliou-Seibt stresses the 

difficulty of the case, arguing that neither this given name was popular among the known 

members of the family, nor we have evidence about a bishop of Myron belonging to the 

                                                             
196 Εἶχε καὶ ἔξωθεν ἐν ταῖς δέσεσι τῶν κόλλων τό τοῦ Ἀκροπολίτου Μιχαὴλ καὶ τὸ κατεστρώθη τοῦ μεγάλου 

λογαριαστοῦ…, Spyridon Lampros, ‘Ὁ Ἰατὴρ τοῦ Μανουὴλ Κομνηνοῦ διοθρούμενος καὶ συμπληρούμενος’, 
NE, 13 (1916), p. 325, ll. 29–31. 
197 Louis Petit, ‘Le Monastère de Notre-Dame de Pitié en Macedoine’, IRAIK, 6 (1900), p. 33, ll. 16–17, no. 7. 

The document was dated to July in the 7th indiction, yet it is still in question, whether that referred to 1144 or 

1159. 
198 Obv.: Σφραγὶς δικαιοφύλακος, rev.: Μιχαὴλ Ἀκροπολίτου, Laurent, Corpus, vol. 2, p. 477, no. 903. The 

seal bears no iconography. 
199 Laurent, Corpus, vol. 2, pp. 170–71, no. 353, p. 477, no, 903; Šandrovskaja and Seibt, Bleisiegel, vol. 1, p. 

33, n. 59. Laurent also mistook the megas logariastes for the megas chartoularios in the aforementioned chrys-

obull of Manuel I. The identification of Michael dikaiophylax and megas logariastes with the kensor and 

parathalassites appears inaccurate due to chronological issues. 
200 Wassiliou-Seibt, Corpus, vol. 2, p. 476, no. 2400. The obverse bears the iconography of the Virgin (The-

otokos Hagiosoritissa). 
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Akropolitai. Furthermore, it might have been unconventional in Byzantium, if a cleric had 

represented his family name without the first name.201 It is difficult to find a solution for this 

issue due to the lack of information. However, a possible explanation can be that there were 

several contemporary relatives as Wassiliou-Seibt implies. One can hypothesise that these 

members belonged to the same generation as brothers. In this case, a name unfamiliar to the 

family may have been inherited from the maternal ancestors. Nevertheless, it is clearly hy-

pothetical, and the case of this Akropolites remains a mystery. 

A member of the family devoted himself to the mystery of God around the same years. 

Gregory Akropolites was a monk in the middle of the twelfth century, and he was an ac-

quaintance of Michael Glykas. The famous writer and astrologist wrote him at least one 

letter.202 Our evidence does not allow to presume the connection between Gregory and the 

other known representatives of the family. The monastic name often began with the same 

letter as the old given name, yet there are numerous examples contradicting this custom. 

Furthermore, Gregory could be related to George Akropolites, yet this idea may raise chron-

ological questions as it is discussed below. 

Little evidence is given about a later representative of the family. The only known 

source on Constantine Akropolites is a seal dated to the third quarter of the twelfth century. 

The bulla only represents the sealer’s name without any implication of his office or honorary 

title. The inscription on this item is very simple, including the conventional invocation and 

pray to the Virgin beside.203 The simplicity of content and concept presents the practical 

attitude towards the bulla. Such material does not imply what Constantine owned and 

achieved or he did not, but it shows what the sealer thought about his identification and 

representation. One item keeps this figure from absolute obscurity, and it gives very little 

evidence about his life in the same time. However, one may assume that Constantine used 

more seals throughout his career, and several, recently unknown, types possibly presented 

his titles or offices. Therefore, it is rather the question whether Constantine’s testament in-

dicates anything about the position of his family. 

We know another curious figure who lived around the second half of the twelfth century. 

George Akropolites, like Constantine, is recorded on a lonely lead seal dated to the 

                                                             
201 Wassiliou-Seibt, Corpus, vol. 2. p. 476, no. 2400. 
202 Μιχαὴλ τοῦ Γλυκᾶ εἰς τὰς ἀπορίας τῆς Γραφῆς κεφάλαια, 2 vols., edited by Sophronos Eustratiades (Athens 

and Alexandria, 1906–1912), vol. 1, p. 155, no. 13. 
203 Rev.: Ἀκροπολίτην σκέποις με Κωνσταντῖνον, Šandrovskaja and Seibt, Bleisiegel, no. 13. The obverse 

depicts the bust of the Virgin with medallion. 
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aforementioned period.204 The bulla, which was found on an archaeological site at Argos, 

bears a metrical inscription, which emphasises the sealer’s ancestry.205 Although the sigillo-

graphical characteristics of this item suggests a long period for dating, Oikonomou-Laniado 

dated it to the late twelfth and the early thirteenth centuries according to its archaeological 

context.206 This is an important statement, since it indicates that George was in the active 

part of his career after Glykas possibly wrote his letter to Monk Gregory. Therefore, Gregory 

cannot be identified with George, while the similarity of the leading letters could imply such 

connection. Another interesting feature of this seal is the emphasis on the sealer’s descend-

ance that had never occurred on the bullae of the Akropolitai before according to our evi-

dence. It was, however, a popular topic on the seals in the second half of the twelfth century. 

Given the possibility that George used more than one bulla simultaneously, the location of 

the seal at Argos raises the question about the circumstances, in which it was used. One can 

opine that such item might not have been a seal of a local administrator giving orders to his 

subaltern official. A reference to his position would have suited this situation more. Never-

theless, such lonely sigillary material raises more problems than answers. The fate of the 

family in the late twelfth and early thirteenth century is vague, and one can find only indirect 

evidence about their circumstances. 

The testimony of George Akropolites, the historian, indicates the conditions of his fam-

ily around the fourth crusade. Although he flourished in a period out of this study, his bio-

graphical references include little but valuable information about the former generations of 

his house. He clearly states in his historical work that he was raised in Constantinople, since 

his parents remained in the capital under the Latin government.207 These are very interesting 

and significant points. This family seemingly had no close ties to any of the powerful indi-

viduals, either the Laskarides or the Angeloi, who transformed and established their own 

political centres after the sack of the capital. Therefore, it is likely that they were relatively 

far from the power centre of the imperial court in the eve of the fourth crusade. In other 

words, they did not gain significant positions in the administration around the turn of the 

twelfth and the thirteenth centuries. Still it is impossible to determine the exact beginning of 

the decline. 

                                                             
204 Of course, this George was definitely not identical with the famous and homonymous official and intellec-

tual flourishing almost half a century later. 
205 Obv.: Ἐγὼ κρατυσμὸς καὶ γραφῶν καὶ σκεμμάτων, rev.: Ἀκροπολιτῶν ἐκ γένους Γεωργίου, Anastasia 

Oikonomou-Laniado, ‘Un sceau de Georges Akropolite trouvé à Argos’, RÉB, 55 (1997), p. 290; Šandrovskaja 

and Seibt, Bleisiegel, vol. 1, p. 33, n. 69. 
206 Oikonomou-Laniado, ‘Un sceau’, p. 292. 
207 Georgii Acropolitae Opera, vol. 1, p. 46, Historia, ch. 29. 
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The evidence implies that the Akropolitai belonged to those families, whose positions 

increased in the long twelfth century. Before the Komnenian regime, the known members 

were mainly subaltern officials in the central government. It is striking that, in the early years 

of Alexios I, the family still had connections to the stratiotikon logothesion like decades 

earlier. Nevertheless, a remarkable development appears in the early Komnenian period too. 

This progress probably reached its peak with the office of the megas logariastes around the 

middle of the twelfth century. However, the sources from the following decades until the 

collapse of the empire do not show any significant position, concerning the Akropolitai. 

Nonetheless, they do not prove the opposite too. Only George Akropolites’ considerably 

later biographical remarks, i.e. the maintained residence of the family in Constantinople un-

der the Latin rule, suggest a decline in the late twelfth century. Hence, the history of the 

Akropolitai throughout the long twelfth century shows their inability to preserve their rela-

tively high position for a considerable time. 

3. 2 The Aristenoi 

The Aristenoi were an important family of the second-tier élite. This house is known 

mainly for the canonical work of Alexios Aristenos, yet other representatives held remarka-

ble positions in the administration too. The family apparently did not belong to the old ones 

of the élite, which began to turn into an aristocracy in the eleventh century at the latest. Their 

name was derived from the city Ariste or Eriste in Bithynia.208 The Aristenoi mostly consid-

ered as civil functionaries, yet their position in the eleventh century and under the Komnenoi 

raise several questions. Much prosopographical work has been done by several scholars, 

such as Jordanov, Kazhdan, Laurent and Seibt, on the members of the family. This subchap-

ter intends to analyse the history of the whole family in the long twelfth century with a short 

description of their conditions in the eleventh century. 

Several members of the family are known from the sources in the eleventh century. The 

origin and the background of the Aristenoi is ambiguous due to the nature of the evidence 

nonetheless. Michael Psellos was in correspondence with two representatives of the Aris-

tenoi whose first names remain unknown. According to the letters, one was the father of the 

other.209 The son apparently had closer connection to Psellos, and he seems an important 

                                                             
208 BBÖ, vol. 2, p. 85. 
209 Psellos, Scripta minora, vol. 2, pp. 266–67, no. 224. 
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figure in the intellectual élite.210 The younger Aristenos held the office of protasekretis and 

the title of bestarches.211 While the first names of Psellos’ correspondents are unrevealed, 

two names appears in the sources from the eleventh century. One of them is Michael who is 

recorded by two known seals. A bulla dated to the eleventh gives an uncertain case, since 

the inscription is considerably damaged, and the family name is barely visible.212 Another 

seal belonged to Michael Aristenos protospatharios and it is dated to first half of the eleventh 

century. Seibt considers this individual the earliest representative of the family with cer-

tainty.213 The name John is also represented on several bullae of the Aristenoi in the pe-

riod.214 One held the office of katepano according to a seal from the Zacos collection.215 

Another bulla represents a John Aristenos bestarches as the strategos of Chios.216 Werner 

Seibt presumes an identification of the two sealers with one another, since both items are 

dated to the third quarter of the eleventh century.217 These few cases indicates some charac-

teristics of the family before the Komnenian period. The surname of the Aristenoi appears 

in the sigillary material of the eleventh century, when the majority of the civil bureaucracy 

began to use family names. We cannot follow the history of the family before the appearance 

of the surname. However, the origin of their name mentioned above implies that they moved 

from the Bithynian local élite to the Constantinopolitan one around the early eleventh cen-

tury. It had to happen shortly before such surname became firm. They apparently did not 

belong to the leading group of the bureaucracy in this period, while their position gradually 

increased. It is also worth noting that the family primarily flourished in the civil administra-

tion, yet at least one member succeeded in the army. Since the Aristenoi stayed out of the 

                                                             
210 Psellos, Scripta minora, vol. 2, pp. 266–67, no. 224; Paul Gautier, ‘Quelques lettres de Psellos inédites ou 

déjà éditées’, RÉB, 44 (1986), pp. 173–75, no. 24. 
211 Psellos, Scripta minora, vol. 2, p. 174, l. 5, no. 174; Gautier, ‘Lettres de Psellos’, p. 174, no. 24, title. 
212 Koltsida-Makri had different ideas for the family name: rev.: Κ(ύρι)ε β(οή)θ(ει) Μιχαΐλ ὑπάτ(ῳ) ὁ τ(οῦ) 

Ἀλκ.[ο]υ/Δακ.[ο]υ/Λακ.[ο]υ, Koltsida-Makri, Μολυβδόβουλλα, p. 82, no. 191. The obverse depicts the bust of 

Saint Theodore. Seibt and Wassiliou slightly reconsiders the reading and transliteration of this seal in their 

review of Koltsida-Makri’s catalogue, presuming the name Aristenos: Werner Seibt and Alexandra-Kyriaki 
Wassiliou, ‘Ioanna Koltsida-Makre, Βυζαντινά Μολυβδόβουλλα συλλογής Ορφανίδη–Νικολαΐδη 

Νομισματικού Μουσείου Αθηνών’, BZ, 91 (1998): p. 148, no. 191. 
213 Obv.: Κύριε βοήθει τῷ σῷ δούλῳ, rev.: <Μ>ιχα<ὴλ β>α(σιλικῷ) (πρωτο)σπα<θα>ρ(ίῳ) τῷ Ἀ<ρ>ιστιν[ῷ], 

BBÖ, vol. 2, p. 85; Jordanov, Corpus, vol. 2, p. 65. 
214 There is a seal dated from the second half of tenth to early eleventh centuries, which was possibly owned 

by a certain John Aristenos according to Seibt and Wassiliou, yet it is still hypothetical: BBÖ, vol. 2, p. 85; 

Koltsida-Makri, Μολυβδόβουλλα, p. 132, no. 379. 
215 Rev.: Θεολ(ό)γ(ε) [β]οήθει Ἰω(άννῃ) κ[α]τεπάν(ω) τῷ Ἀριστ(η)ν(ῷ), BBÖ, vol. 2, p. 85, n. 400. The obverse 

bears the iconography of John the Apostle. 
216 Rev.: Ἰωάννης βεστάρχης καὶ στρατηγὸς Χίου ὁ Ἀριστηνός, Šandrovskaja, Sfragistika, no. 704. The obverse 

bears the iconography of John the Apostle. 
217 BBÖ, vol. 2, p. 85. 
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power centre of the court, the Komnenian ascension is expected to affect their conditions 

indirectly. 

After the overview of eleventh-century history of the Aristenoi, we have to deal with 

the twelfth-century history of the family in a more detailed analysis. The Aristenoi, presum-

ably a house of provincial origin, performed a noticeable social rising during the former 

period, representing the potential of civil career in that time. It is an interesting question how 

this family flourished after the ascension of the Komnenoi to the imperial throne and in the 

whole twelfth century. However, starting this narrative is not a simple task. 

The case of Anastasios Aristenos shows that the source material sometimes does not 

allow us to connect our evidence to a certain period. The dating of the seals rarely fits the 

distinction of periods based on political changes, and this issue is extremely true in regard 

to the ascension of the Komnenoi. Anastasios Aristenos is only known from a seal, which is 

dated to the second half of the eleventh century. According to the inscription, Anastasios 

held the court rank of proedros.218 The seal displays a certain moment of Anastasios’ career, 

yet it is difficult to place this moment to a strict chronological point. Therefore, it is impos-

sible to estimate the significance of Anastasios’ designation to proedros. Nevertheless, he 

was not the only member of the family, whose evidence cause chronological problems. 

There is another member of the family whose connection with the Komnenian period is 

obscure. The uncertainty rises due to the nature of our source since this individual is only 

known from sigillary material. A metrical seal dated to the last third of the eleventh century 

displays his owner, an epi ton kriseon, without any given name.219 The problem of dating 

the seal is that it prevents us from connecting the sealer’s office to a ruler. Aristenos held on 

of the most important civil position, the epi ton kriseon, one of the four high judges in Con-

stantinople. Due to his function, he definitely played a significant role in maintaining the 

influence of his family. Therefore, it would be crucial to know which emperor appointed 

Aristenos to the aforementioned position. Without the answer, the development of the posi-

tion of the Aristenoi remains ambiguous. There is a theory however that identifies this Aris-

tenos with a member of the kindred who clearly flourished under Alexios I.220 

                                                             
218 Rev.: Θ(εότοκ)ε β(οή)θ(ει) Ἀ(ν)αστασίῳ προέδρῳ τῷ Ἀριστ[ω]νίῳ, Birch, Seals, vol. 5, p. 58, no. 17760. 

The obverse depicts the bust of the Virgin. The reading of the family name by Birch is probably incorrect. The 

dating of the seal is corrected by Jordanov: Jordanov, Corpus, vol. 2, p. 64. 
219 Obv.: Τῶν κρίσεων λαχόντα τὰς ψήφους φέρειν, rev.: τὸν Ἀριστηνὸν πρᾶξις ἡ νῦν δεικνύει, Laurent, Cor-

pus, vol. 2, p. 475, no. 901; Seyrig, pp. 81–82, no. 103. 
220 For references, see below, the case of Aristenos, the eparch. 
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Michael should be mentioned first among the Aristenoi who flourished in the reign of 

Alexios I Komnenos. However, the only definite source of his career allows a dating, which 

makes Michael’s connection to the early Komnenian period uncertain. Furthermore, the sig-

illary material related to the Aristenoi includes several cases of homonymous kinsmen. Mi-

chael’s parallel metrical seals dated to the last third of the eleventh century call him as 

logothetes of the dromos.221 Nonetheless, scholars have made attempts to link this logothetes 

to other seals, which partly imply that Michael held positions around 1100 too.222 There is 

an interesting contradiction between Seibt and Jordanov on a seal of a certain Michael Aris-

tenos found among the unpublished items of the Zacos collection. Beside the contrast in 

dating, the transliterations show a little but very important difference at the last word of the 

inscription: Seibt reads θύτον, while Jordanov suggests δῦτον.223 Hence, although the afore-

mentioned word (a dual aorist form of δύω?) does not make any sense in the context, Jor-

danov argues that the sealer is represented as a private individual. Furthermore, he suggests 

a possible identification of this Michael and the logothetes of the dromos. Due to the higher 

plausibility of meaning, the transliteration and dating of Seibt is preferred in this study. 

Therefore, the sealer of the later seal is distinguished from the logothetes.224 Focusing ex-

clusively on the seals, which are related to the logothetes without any doubt, Michael was 

definitely one of the most notable members of the family in the eleventh century. The lack 

of reference to him in the literary works and the administrative documents implies little about 

his reputation and authority, since the appearance of the Aristenoi in such sources seems 

quite accidental. 

Gregory Aristenos is recorded in the legal document on the trial of John Italos, the con-

sul of philosophers.225 According to this source, Gregory, along with some metropolitans 

and other officials of the church and civil administrations, was a member of a temporary 

court responsible for investigating on Italos’ theories in 1082.226 At least in the time of the 

trial, Gregory definitely held a position in the civil government, since he was listed among 

the representatives of the senate.227 The term ‘senator’ was usually applied to distinguish lay 

                                                             
221 Obv.: Τὸν Ἀριστηνὸν νῦν λογοθέτην δρόμου; rev.: τὸν Μιχαὴλ δείκνυσι σφραγίδος τύπος, Jordanov, Cor-

pus, vol. 2, p. 65, no. 57; BBÖ, vol. 2, pp. 84–85, no. 56; Laurent, Corpus, vol. 2, p. 214, no. 439. 
222 The cases of bullae presenting only the family name will be discussed in details later throughout this sub-

chapter. 
223 BBÖ, vol. 2, p. 85, n. 398; Jordanov, Corpus, vol. 2, p. 65, no. 57. 
224 For a more detailed analysis of the other Michael, see below. 
225 Jean Gouillard, ‘Le procès officiel de Jean l’Italien’, TM, 9 (1985), pp. 133–69. 
226 Guillard, ‘Procès officiel’, p. 145, ll. 152–63. 
227 παρισταμένων καὶ ἀπὸ τῆς συγκλήτου βουλῆς [...] τοῦ Ἀριστηνοῦ Γρηγορίου – Guillard, ‘Procès officiel’, 

p. 145, ll. 158–62. 
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officials and the officers of the army from the clerics and the bureaucrats of the church. The 

legal document on Italos clearly indicates this terminology, mentioning the megas 

oikonomos of the Hagia Sophia, the grammatikos of the patriarch and the master of rhetori-

cians (the leader of a patriarchal school) in a separate section of the text.228 The document 

does not give any information about Gregory’s office, and it provides a vague implication to 

his title. The document seemingly (but not surprisingly) mentions the officials according to 

their prominence from the highest to the lowest. Gregory is recorded as the last among the 

bureaucrats, thus he was probably the least prominent member of the judiciary court.229 Nev-

ertheless, the text indicates that he held the dignity of protobestes like Nicholas Xiphilinos 

and, possibly, Nicholas Adrianoupolites. This title implies a moderate position in the gov-

ernment. 

Gregory is also recorded by the list of attendants on the council of Blachernai in 1094. 

The council dealt with Leo of Chalcedon, who was also a member of the aforementioned 

court in 1082, and his opinions on the veneration of icons.230 Gregory appears among the 

members of the senate again as proedros.231 Unfortunately, the document is incoherent in 

regard to presenting the offices of the participants, and it ignores the function of Aristenos. 

Nonetheless, Gregory’s dignity shows two interesting aspects. Firstly, he achieved a slight 

rise in rank from protobestes to proedros in nearly twelve years. Secondly, in theory, he 

shared the same position with Michael Autoreianos, the judge of the hippodrome, and Mi-

chael Antiochos, the leader, or, naming his real office, the primikerios of the external body-

guard (τῶν ἔξω βεστιαριτῶν). However, these correlations give little evidence on the posi-

tions of Gregory. Autoreianos who overpasses Aristenos on the list held a moderate judicial 

office as a judge of the hippodrome on the one hand. On the other hand, Antiochos who 

follows Gregory in the document led the less prominent bodyguard of the palace, yet his 

involvement in the Anemas conspiracy some years later and Anna Komnene’s account on 

that affair implies Antiochos’ considerable prestige.232 Another interesting aspect should be 

considered. Gregory was involved in both the trials of Italos and Leo of Chalcedon, which 

were important political actions of Alexios I beside their religious nature. The importance of 

these affairs suggests a careful selection of participants in investigation or counsel by the 

                                                             
228 Guillard, ‘Procès officiel’, p. 145, ll. 154–57. 
229 Of course, here, I refer not to the imperial court, but to the judicial one responsible for the trial of Italos. 
230 Guillard, ‘Procès officiel’, p. 145, l. 153. On the affair of Leo, metropolitan of Chalcedon, see Angold, 

Church and society, pp. 46–48. 
231 Paul Gautier, ‘Le synode des Blachernes (fin 1094). Étude prosopographique’, RÉB, 29, (1971), p. 218. 
232 Alexiad, vol. 1, p. 372–73, 12. 5. 4, 12. 6. 1. 



69 
 

government. Another individual who was a member of both the judicial court in 1082 and 

the council in 1094 was Constantine Choirosphaktes. Choirosphaktes was definitely fa-

voured by Alexios I, and was appointed to some high offices throughout his career.233 Greg-

ory Aristenos reached considerably less prestigious positions according to the aforemen-

tioned sources, yet he was correspondingly trusted by the imperial court, even if he had 

indirect connections to the emperor. Nevertheless, these are only theories about Gregory’s 

circumstances, while we have little information about his career. 

Two seals record the name of Basil Aristenos in the late eleventh and early twelfth cen-

turies.234 Hence Basil was a nearly contemporary kinsman of Gregory, although their rela-

tions remain in obscurity due to the nature of the sources and the restricted, fragmental in-

formation revealed in this material about the two Aristenoi. One of the seals dated to the late 

eleventh century, most likely the older one, represents Basil with the title of proto-

proedros.235 The other bulla dated to the turn of the eleventh and twelfth centuries records 

his name with the dignity of kouropalates and the office of parathalassites.236 The titles on 

the seals indicates ascension in political status, however the two dignities stood very close 

to each other in the court hierarchy. As parathalassites, a supervisor of maritime transporta-

tion and customs, Basil gained a considerable position in the civil administration, since the 

significance of this office rose in the eleventh century.237 Since the functions of Gregory 

Aristenos remained in obscurity and there is no evidence about Basil’s political influence 

and his involvement in any major political event in the reign of Alexios I, it is difficult to 

compare their situations. Although the titles alone imply that Basil held higher positions, one 

cannot expect significant difference between the conditions of the two kinsmen. 

We have very little information about Nicholas Aristenos despite the several seals, 

which records his name. Nicholas was probably contemporary with Gregory and Basil, yet 

other aspects of his life are unknown. Three parallel seals and a similar type dated to the end 

of the eleventh and beginning of the twelfth century bear a metrical verse stating Nicholas’ 

                                                             
233 For a more detailed analysis on the career of Choirosphaktes, see the subchapter 4. 2, ‘The man of Alexios 

I: The career of Constantine Choirosphaktes’. 
234 Due to the sigillary evidence and its restriction, the identification of the sealers as one individual is hypo-

thetical in truth. However, the dates and the similar features of the bullae (especially the iconography) provides 

a strong implication. The identification is also suggested by BBÖ, vol. 2, p. 85. 
235 Rev.: Θ(εοτό)κε β(οή)θ(ει) Βασιλείῳ (πρωτο)προέδρῳ [τ]ῷ ᾿Αριστ(ηνῷ), BBÖ, vol. 2, p. 85, n. 402. The 

obverse bears the iconography of Theotokos Episkepsis. 
236 Rev.: Θ(εοτό)κε β(οή)θ(ει) Βασιλείῳ κουροπαλάτῃ (καὶ) παραθαλασσίτῃ τῷ ᾿Αριστηνῷ, Werner Seibt, 

‘Die Darstellung der Theotokos auf byzantinichen Bleisiegeln besonders im 11. Jahrhundert’, SBS, 1 (1987), 

p. 54, no. 14. The obverse bears the iconography of Theotokos Episkepsis as the other seal. 
237 Hélène Ahrweiler, ‘Fonctionnaires et bureaux maritimes à Byzance’, RÉB, 19 (1961), pp. 246–52. 
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ownership.238 Jordanov connects another bulla to this individual, which has a different in-

scription.239 The latter one considerably differs from the other two types, and thus the iden-

tification of the sealer is still in question. Since these seals are the only known sources about 

Nicholas, it is impossible to determine his positions in the administration and the course of 

his life. However, his bullae increase the number of the known active members of the Aris-

tenoi around the turn of the eleventh and twelfth centuries that is an important aspect in the 

history of the family. 

Some parallel metrical seals record an Aristenos from the turn of the eleventh and 

twelfth century, whose given name is ignored by these items. However, the bullae show his 

office, which is the eparch of Constantinople.240 Seibt suggests the possible identity of this 

individual with the aforementioned Michael, the logothetes tou dromou, and the epi tou kris-

eon, whose first name also remained in obscurity, according to stylistic similarities of the 

seals.241 Connecting these sealers to each other seems very hypothetical, since numerous 

representatives of the family flourished in the same period. Nevertheless, the eparch of the 

City was one of the most important functions in the civil administration.242 Despite the prob-

lem of identification, this sigillary evidence is still crucial, since it widens our knowledge 

about the influence and prestige of the family in the early Komnenian period. 

The seal of the eparch was not the only item in the turn of the eleventh and twelfth 

centuries that raises questions about the identification of the sealers. Two different metrical 

bullae dated to the aforementioned period represent only their owners’ family name, thus 

these cases are more problematic than that of the eparch. The inscriptions of both types deal 

with the authorization of documents issued by the sealers with different phrasing and vocab-

ulary.243 Nevertheless, some scholars argue about the possibilities of identification. 

                                                             
238 Obv.: Ἀριστηνοῦ σφράγισ-; rev.: μα τοῦ Νικολάου, Gustav Schlumberger, Mélanges d’archéologie byzan-

tine (Paris, 1895), no. 26; Laurent, Bulles métriques, no. 30; Konstantopoulos, Μολυβδόβουλλα, no. 606; Stav-

rakos, Bleisiegel, pp. 83–84, no. 27. There is no iconography on these types, since both sides are filled with 

inscription. 
239 Rev.: Θεοτόκε βοήθει τῷ σῷ δούλῳ Νικολάῳ τῷ Ἀριστηνῷ, Jordanov, Corpus, vol. 2, p. 64; cf. Stavrakos, 
Bleisiegel, p. 84. The obverse bears the iconography of Theotokos Nikopoios. Jordanov does not give any date 

to this seal. 
240 Obv.: Σκέποις ἔπαρχο(ν); rev. Ἀριστηνὸ[ν] Χ(ριστ)έ μου, Wassiliou-Seibt, Corpus, vol. 2, p. 308, no. 2016; 

BBÖ, vol. 2, p. 41, no. 13; Laurent, Corpus, vol. 2, no. 1036; Jordanov, Corpus, vol. 2, p. 63, no. 56. 
241 BBÖ, vol. 2, p. 41, cf. Jordanov, Corpus, vol. 2, p. 63. 
242 Andreas Gkoutzioukostas, Η απονομή δικαιοσύνης στο Βυζάντιο (9ος-12ος αι.) (Thessaloniki, 2004), pp. 

103–7, 184–86. 
243 Obv.: Ἀριστηνοῦ σφράγισμα; rev.: τῶν γραφῶν τόδε, Wassiliou-Seibt, Corpus, vol. 1, p. 110, no. 137; 

Ioanna Koltsida-Makre, Μολυβδόβουλλα συλλογής Ορφανίδη–Νικολαΐδη Νομισματικού Μουσείου Αθηνών 

(Athens, 1996), p. 110, no. 288. There is no iconography since both sides are filled with inscription. Obv.: 

Σφραγὶς τυγχάνω Ἀρι-; rev.: στηνοῦ γραμμάτων, Wassiliou-Seibt, Corpus, vol. 2, p. 742, no. 2935; Stavrakos, 

Bleisiegel, pp. 84–85, no. 28; Konstantopoulos, Μολυβδόβουλλα, no. 607; Laurent, Bulles métriques, no. 461. 
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Stavrakos does not reject the idea of connections between these seals and a judge called 

Michael Aristenos.244 A more ambitious hypothesis is supported by Seibt, which implies a 

common identity of the sealers of these two bullae, the eparch, the epi ton kriseon and Mi-

chael the logothetes.245 Of course, out of the regular changes of offices and dignities, differ-

ent situations, affairs or types of documents might have needed differing seals. Still, as in 

the case of the eparch, such identifications are based on dubious evidence, and they should 

be handled with much care. In all, these seals here provide little addition to the history of the 

family except the theory on a diversified collection of bullae from one individual. 

We have very little evidence about the female members of the family, and the majority 

of our information concerns Mary Aristene. Mary’s testimony does not give too much to the 

history of her house, since she is recorded by an only seal dated to the late eleventh century. 

The inscription on the seal itself does not reveal more than her ownership.246 Jordanov opines 

that Mary was probably a daughter or a wife of an Aristenos. However, recent studies show 

that family names were transferred from the parents, never from the spouses, until the four-

teenth century.247 Therefore, Mary was definitely an offspring of the Aristenoi, yet it is im-

possible to determine her parents. Furthermore, it is very unfortunate that the seal does not 

refer to her husband’s title (in the female form), although there is even no evidence about 

the existence of her marriage. Nonetheless, the seal itself indicates that Mary possibly played 

an important role either in general or in a specific case, authorizing a document herself.  

Although the Aristenoi usually flourished in the civil administration, some members 

also held church offices. There were not any strict borders between the different segments 

of government, the army, the civil bureaucracy and the church. The difference between the 

civil and ecclesiastic service was even less determined.248 Nevertheless, one may consider 

the distinction between the lay officials of the church, especially those of the Patriarchate of 

Constantinople, and the clerics in regard to the possibilities of mobility among the several 

segments of administration. Michael Aristenos represented the latter group according to his 

only known seal dated to the first half the twelfth century. Unfortunately, the inscription of 

                                                             
244 Stavrakos, Bleisiegel, p. 85. 
245 BBÖ, vol. 2, p. 41; also see above. 
246 Rev.: Σφραγὶ(ς) Μαρία τῆς Ἀριστινᾶς, Jordanov, Corpus, vol. 2, p. 62, no. 55. The obverse bears the ico-

nography of the bust of the Virgin orans with the medallion. 
247 See Cheynet, ‘Aristocratic Anthroponymy’, no. 3, p. 22. 
248 There was a debate concerning the separation of the different administrative segments and its social aspects. 

While Kazhdan supported the old distinction between and the military and civil aristocracy, completing this 

idea with the church aristocracy as a separate stratum, Cheynet stressed the movement between the divisions: 

Cheynet, ‘Byzantine Aristocracy in the 10th–12th Centuries’, no. 2, pp. 19–20. 
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the bulla introduces the sealer with the very general term of θύτης (cleric).249 This word was 

widely used on seals, and it could refer to higher charges, such as the bishop or the metro-

politan, with a geographical reference. Since Michael’s seal lacks any implication of a see, 

it is impossible to determine his exact office in the clergy. Without any further sources and 

information on his life and career, Michael’s influence on his family remains in obscurity. 

John Aristenos was a possible contemporary of Michael, the ‘priest’, in the first half of 

the twelfth century. This possibility is built on a loose basis due to nature of the sigillary 

evidence however. John, like Michael, is only recorded on a metrical seal dated to the afore-

mentioned period. The inscription on the bulla shows that the sealer was designated kou-

ropalates at that time, and the verse puts an emphasis on the grant of title.250 The dating of 

the seal causes problems in several aspects, since it includes a quite long period, whose any 

point the presented bulla, in truth, could be issued at. The same trouble occurs in the case of 

Michael, the cleric too. Thus, it is not more plausible that the two Aristenoi were contempo-

raries than they belonged to completely different generations of the family. What is more 

important is that the importance and rank of the kouropalates suffered considerable decrease 

throughout the period, to which the only source is entirely dated. Hence, John’s real position 

in the hierarchy is in question. 

The most famous and notable member of the family was Alexios Aristenos. Aristenos 

flourished during the reigns of John II and Manuel I, and he belonged to the few known 

representatives of the kindred who held lay offices in the church. We have relatively numer-

ous sources about his career, which has the most complete evidence among those of the 

Aristenoi. Alexios is celebrated in an oration of Nikephoros Basilakes written around 

1137/38 and calling the addressee protekdikos, nomophylax and orphanotrophos in the ti-

tle.251 Theodore Prodromos also praises Aristenos in several poems, referring to the same 

dignities as Basilakes.252 George Tornikes wrote him a letter, concerning an ecclesiastical 

debate of their time. In the title of this letter Alexios is addressed as megas oikonomos and 

dikaiodotes.253 Aristenos attended the Blachernai synod in 1166, which dealt with the same 

                                                             
249 Obv.: Ἀριστηνοῦ σφράγισμα; rev.: Μιχαὴλ θύτου, BBÖ, vol. 2, p. 85, n. 398. There is no iconography since 

both sides are filled with inscription. 
250 Obv.: Σφραγίς (εἰ)μ(ι) Ἀριστηνοῦ Ἰω(άννου); rev.: κουροπαλατῶν ἀξίᾳ τιμωμένου, Wassiliou-Seibt, Cor-

pus, vol. 2, p. 485, no. 2419; G. R. Davidson, Corinth. Results of Excavations Conducted by the American 

School of Classical Studies at Athens (Princeton, N. J., 1952), vol. 13, no. 2812. There is no iconography since 

both sides are filled with inscription. 
251 Nicephori Basilacae Orationes et epistolae, ed. Antonio Garzya (Leipzig, 1984), p. 10, title. 
252 Prodromos, Historische Gedichte, pp. 461–66, no. 56a, title, ll. 1–2, 36, 60, no. 56b, ll. 6–7, no. 56c, l. 24, 

no. 56d, ll. 8, 15, 28. 
253 Tornikes, Letters, p. 175, no. 28, title. 
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issue as the letter of Tornikes, and he was recorded on the list of the council.254 Alexios 

himself wrote a commentary on the Synopsis canonum that gave and still gives the most 

considerable portion of his fame.255 Several seals remained which bears his name and digni-

ties. One of them dated to the first half of the twelfth century refers to Alexios as deacon, 

nomophylax and protekdikos.256 Another bulla suggested to the middle of the century only 

records the office of nomophylax beside the name of Aristenos.257 Laurent also identifies the 

owner of a third seal with Aristenos, although it represents only Alexios nomophylax without 

family name. The latter bulla has a design and inscription considerably differing from those 

of the other two types.258 Darrouzès argues that Alexios also held the position of skeuophylax 

sometime before 1157 according to a petition issued by Gregory Antiochos.259 The develop-

ment of his career has been more or less revealed by other analyses.260 These records demon-

strate that Aristenos held significant positions both in the civil and ecclesiastical administra-

tions. 

The development of Alexios’ career needs more attention, however. He belongs to those 

few individuals who are presented together with a relatively great number of different offices 

in the sources. It is very likely that Alexios began his career as a deacon of the Hagia Sophia. 

Nonetheless, he was promoted to high positions quite early in his course. We have at least 

two more or less strict dates, 1137/38 and 1166, which represent the early and the very late 

stages of his career. If the dating of Basilakes’ oration is right, we see nearly three decades, 

when Alexios Aristenos was repeatedly appointed to high judicial positions. His career was 

apparently little affected by John II’s death and Manuel I’ rise to the throne. Under the former 

emperor, Alexios was nomophylax and orphanotrophos. The successor, Manuel I, desig-

nated Aristenos to dikaiodotes, which was an even more prestigious function. Alexios 

                                                             
254 S. N. Sakkos, Ὁ πατήρ μου μείζων μού ἐστιν, vol. 2: Ἔριδες καὶ σύνοδοι κατὰ τὸν ιβ´ αἰώνα (Thessalonike, 

1966), p. 149, l. 24, p. 155, l. 28. 
255 Georgios A. Ralles and Michael Potles, Σύνταγμα τῶν θείων καὶ ἱερῶν κανόνων τῶν τε ἁγίων καὶ 

πανευφημῶν Ἀποστόλων καὶ τῶν ἱερῶν οἰκουμενικῶν καὶ τοπικῶν συνόδων, 6 vols. (Athens, 1852–59), vols. 

2–4. In these volumes, the comments of Alexios Aristenos are edited together with the notes of John Zonaras 

and Theodore Balsamon. 
256 Obv.: Μ(ήτη)ρ Θ(εο)ῦ; rev.: Θεοτόκε βοήθει Ἀλεξίῳ διακόνῳ νομοφύλακι καὶ πρωτεκδίκῳ τῷ Ἀριστηνῷ, 

Laurent, Corpus, vol. 5.3, pp. 26–27, no. 1650. The obverse bears the iconography of the bust of the Virgin 

orans with the medallion. 
257 Obv.: Μ(ήτη)ρ Θ(εο)ῦ; rev.: Θ(εοτό)κε β(οή)θ(ει) Ἀλέξιος νομοφύλαξ ὁ Ἀριστηνός, Laurent, Corpus, vol. 

2, p. 484, no. 912. The obverse bears the iconography of the bust of the Virgin orans with the medallion. 
258 Obv.: Ὁ ἅ(γιος) Νικόλαο(ς); rev.: Σφραγ(ὶς) νομοφύλακ(ος) Ἀλεξονίμ(ου) τ(υ)ποῦσα τ(ὸν) μέγιστου ἐν 

τ(οῖς) π[οιμέσι], Laurent, Corpus, vol. 2, p. 485, no. 913. The obverse bears the iconography of the bust of the 

Saint Nicholas. Two misspelled words are corrected by Laurent to Ἀλεξονύμου and μέγιστον. 
259 Jean Darrouzès, ‘Notice sur Grégoire Antiochos (1160 à 1196). I. Son œuvre. II. Sa carrière. III. La fonda-

tion du monastère Saint-Basile’, RÉB, 20 (1962), p. 84. The referred section of the source, the petition, is idem, 

pp. 87–88, ll. 25–34. 
260 Tornikes, Letters, pp. 53–57; Prodromos, Historische Gedichte, pp. 466–67. 
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simultaneously held lay and ecclesiastical offices. This was a situation, to which the con-

temporaries had ambivalent attitude. It is not surprising that Basilakes stresses the benefits 

of unity between lay and church functions in his oration to Aristenos. It is clear that Alexios 

was one of the most successful representatives of his family. 

An uncertain case appears in the second half of the twelfth century. A metrical seal dated 

to the aforementioned period has been found with a damaged inscription. The seal belonged 

to an individual who held the title of sebastos and is identified with the bulla itself in the 

text. Unfortunately, the reading of the family name as Aristenos is uncertain, while the 

sealer’s given name is completely lost.261 The contents of this seal make an interesting situ-

ation. The problem of the surname questions the connection between the bulla and the Aris-

tenoi on the one hand. Sebastos might have been the highest honorary dignity born by a 

member of the family according to our knowledge on the other. Even if we accept the iden-

tification of the sealer with an Aristenos, the missing first name and the wide dating of the 

item allows a lot of room for interpretation. The seal can imply that the family maintained a 

high position in the court around the late career of Alexios Aristenos or even after it. The 

sealer was probably an otherwise unknown representative of the kindred. Still, one should 

carefully place this case into the history of the Aristenoi. 

The career of the Aristenoi indicates a complex situation. There is no clear evidence of 

correlation between the position of the family and the most apparent political changes of the 

government. The Aristenoi were mainly civil functionaries and there was only a seemingly 

little attempt to enter the military élite before the Komnenian period. According to the 

sources, the ascension of Alexios I did not have a negative effect on this family. On the 

contrary, the rank of the Aristenoi apparently rose under the Komnenoi, especially in the 

early decades of the regime. Michael and Alexios Aristenos were probably the most success-

ful and influential members of their house. Two tendencies from the period should be 

stressed here in regard to the family. Firstly, in the late eleventh and the early twelfth century, 

several Aristenoi simultaneously flourished in the administration, and some of them held 

important positions. Secondly, Alexios Aristenos appears to represent his generation, a later 

one, alone in the sources. After him there is only an uncertain evidence of the family. Yet 

this latter clue would also show that the prestige of the Aristenoi further increased in the 

second half of the twelfth century. This reduction is an interesting phenomenon, yet a further 

                                                             
261 Rev.: Γραφῶν ἐπισφράγισμα δεσπότην φέρω λάτρης σεβαστὸς Ἀ[ρισ]τηνὸς .. – ...., Wassiliou-Seibt, Cor-

pus, vol. 1, p. 254–55, no. 536. The obverse depicts the standing figure of Christ on a suppedaneum. 
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investigation may be more beneficial together with other families in the comparative analy-

sis. 

3. 3 The Pantechnai 

The Pantechnai belonged to the important families of the second-tier élite. They reached 

a relatively high position despite the fact that they were not an old house of the Byzantine 

ruling stratum. It is true that the appearance of a surname depends on the source material and 

can lead to false conclusions. Still, the name Pantechnes comes to sight so late in the eleventh 

century that it implies two characteristics of the house. They had their roots in the civil bu-

reaucracy or at least, they did not come from the Anatolian élite. Furthermore, they did not 

belong to the leading group of the ruling stratum before the Komnenian period.262 This sub-

chapter demonstrates thus how a family flourished in the twelfth century, which did not have 

a noticeable tradition and ancestry before the epoch. 

Historical records about the Pantechnai appear no earlier than the late eleventh century. 

One of the first known members of the family is an anonymous representative. The evidence 

of this Pantechnes is only given by parallel seals dated to the aforementioned period.263 The 

inscription indicates neither the first name nor any office. Therefore, it is impossible to iden-

tify this individual with other known members of the family. The position of the kindred is 

indicated by the cases of his contemporary relatives. 

John Pantechnes was one of the representatives of his family who flourished in the early 

Komnenian period. However, we have evidence only about his late career, and thus one can 

barely estimate his influence and reputation in the government. Our only known source on 

him is a letter by Theophylact of Ochrid, probably written around 1108.264 The metropolitan 

calls the addressee magistros without any reference to an office in the title.265 There is an 

additional letter sent to another member of the family, Michael.266 In this correspondence, 

Theophylact gives his condolences to the addressee for the death of a close relative, probably 

his father.267 There is a common hypothesis that the deceased was John Pantechnes. Gautier 

dates this letter shortly after the former one.268 If Gautier’s dating is correct, the title was 

                                                             
262 See subchapter ‘The Akropolitai’, page 59, note 190. 
263 Rev.: Ὁρῶν τόδ᾿ ἐκσφράγισμα Παντεχνοῦς νόει, Wassiliou-Seibt, Corpus, vol. 2, pp. 132–33, no. 1693. 

The obverse bears the portrait of Saint Demetrios holding a spear and a shield (partly visible). 
264 Theophylact, Letters, pp. 552–57, no. 120. 
265 Theophylact, Letters, p. 553, no. 120, title. 
266 Theophylact, Letters, pp. 262–65, no. 39. 
267 Theophylact, Letters, p. 263, no. 39, ll. 1–12. 
268 Theophylact, Letters, p. 104. 
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probably the highest rank John reached through his life. Therefore, one cannot expect a con-

siderable position in the government. Pantechnes’ location is also an interesting question, 

yet nearly impossible to answer. Theophylact sent his letter to John from Thessalonike after 

the metropolitan had arrived there by ship from Constantinople. He focused mainly on his 

troubles during the travel and events close to Ochrid and Thessalonike, but far from the 

capital. In the same time, he ignores his matters in Constantinople except for a little reference 

to his sickness there. This indicates that the two individuals met in the capital, and John was 

interested in pieces of information available after Theophylact’s journey. However, it is still 

in question whether Pantechnes stayed permanently in the queen of the cities for his duties. 

Michael Pantechnes was the most successful member of his family in the early Komne-

nian period. He was probably the son of the aforementioned John Pantechnes, yet reached 

considerably superior positions in the administration, compared to his father. There are dif-

ferent kind of sources showing several stages and moments of his career. Theophylact of 

Ochrid wrote letters to Michael too, since he was much likely the teacher of the latter.269 A 

seal dated to the last quarter of the eleventh century calls Michael magistros.270 Another type 

dated to the same period represents his title proedros, indicating his promotion.271 One of 

Theophylact’s letter proves in its title that Pantechnes was a financial official (proximos) for 

a time when he held the title proedros.272 Several narrative sources, such as the Alexiad as 

well as Theophylact’s and Michael Italikos correspondence, testify that Michael was desig-

nated an imperial physician.273 This evidence is strengthened by a bulla dated to the third or 

fourth decade of the twelfth century, which calls Pantechnes protoproedros and ak-

touarios.274 Although, as imperial physician, he did not hold an extremely high position in 

regard to its rank in the administrative hierarchy, he had the opportunity to build good 

                                                             
269 Theophylact, Letters, p. 507, no. 99, ll. 2–7. 
270 Rev.: Σφραγ(ὶς) Μιχαὴλ μαγίστρου τοῦ Παντ<ε>χνῆ, Wassiliou-Seibt, Corpus, vol. 2, pp. 576–77, no. 2604; 

Jordanov, Corpus, vol. 2, p. 333. The obverse bears the iconography of Saint Demetrios holding a spear and a 

shield. 
271 Rev.: Κ(ύρι)ε βο(ήθει) [should be β(οή)θ(ει), M. R.] Μιχ(αὴλ) προεδρῷ τῷ Παντεχνῆ, Schlumberger, Sig-
illographie, p. 687. 
272 Theophylact, Letters, p. 541, no. 114. Wassiliou-Seibt considers the recipient any Pantechnes but Michael: 

Wassiliou-Seibt, Corpus, vol. 2, p. 577, no. 2604. Mullett has doubts about the identity of the proximos, yet 

she finds similarities with a letter to Michael (Theophylact, Letters, p. 515, no. 102): Mullett, Theophylact, p. 

354, 16. The only form of address to the proximos, λαμπρότητα (line 8) correlates with ὑπέρλαμπρε found in 

other letters sent to Michael: Theophylact, Letters, p. 581, no. 128, l. 1, p. 587, no. 131, l. 1. This and the tone 

of letter 114 implies a relation with the proximos very similar to the intimate one with the imperial physician. 
273 Alexiad, vol. 1, p. 494, 15. 11. 3, p. 499, 15. 11. 13; Theophylact, Letters, p. 507, no. 99, tit., p. 515, no. 

102, p. 583, no. 129, tit.; Michael Italikos, Letters, pp. 110–15, no. 9, pp. 208–10, no. 33 (yet the recipient of 

the latter was not definitely Michael Pantechnes). 
274 Laurent, Corpus, vol. 2, no. 1147. The obverse bears the iconography of Saint George holding a spear. 

Having been related to fiscal duties previously, the dignity aktouarios was given to physicians in the period. 
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relations to the emperor and his intimate milieu. When Theophylact of Ochrid praises Mi-

chael for his abilities in rhetoric, the metropolitan provides an intellectual interpretation and 

narrative of networking instead of a description of talent in eloquence.275 It is not surprising 

that good relations and ties could have positive effects on a career in the Byzantine admin-

istration. Still Michael Pantechnes’ success implies the impact of a well-built network with-

out considerable administrative position and authority. Nevertheless, there is another aspect 

which is manifest through the evidence of Michael. 

One of Anna Komnene’s remarks indicates the high reputation of the Pantechnai. Men-

tioning Michael only in the account of Alexios I’s late illness, the Alexiad deals with the 

physician in few words. However, Anna’s short description about Pantechnes gives a very 

interesting implication about the family. This occurs when Anna Komnene enumerates and 

introduce the three leading physicians of her father: ‘There were three principal doctors, the 

admirable Nicolas Kallicles [sic!], Michael Pantechnes (who got his surname from his fam-

ily) and… Michael the eunuch.’276 While Anna praises Kallikles for his individual abilities, 

she chooses the ancestry and kinship in Michael’s case. The transformation or succession of 

name from the kin as a personal attribute and a virtue shows that Michael’s family owned a 

high reputation and probably an aristocratic status. However, the creation of the Alexiad 

several decades after the narrated affair raises the question of the retrospective evaluation of 

the honour that the Pantechnai possessed when Anna wrote her historical work. There is no 

clear clue for solving this problem without doubt. On the one hand, Anna’s phrasing that 

represents reputation as heritage suggests that the family had considerable fame before Mi-

chael’s activity. On the other, the name of the Pantechnai only appears in the sources shortly 

before the career of Michael. At this moment however, we have to return to personal issues. 

The identity of Michael Pantechnes is a matter of dispute. As it has been demonstrated, 

several bullae (of Michael) bear the iconography of Saint Demetrios, while another one (call-

ing Pantechnes aktouarios) invokes Saint George. Wassiliou-Seibt has doubts about the 

identification of one sealer behind the different seals. She argues that the sealer of the former 

type was definitely the imperial physician, while his connection to the other seal is question-

able.277 The identification of homonymous owners of different bullae frequently raises prob-

lems.278 Several cases demonstrate that Byzantines sometimes changed the iconography of 

                                                             
275 Still, Mullett considers their relation less instrumental than many other connections of Theophylact: Mullett, 

Theophylact, p. 182–83. 
276 Alexiad, ed. Reinsch and Kambylis, vol. 1, p. 499, 15. 11. 13, trans. Sewter, p. 510. 
277 Wassiliou-Seibt, Corpus, vol. 2, p. 577, no. 2604. 
278 Similar problem occurs in the case of the Pepagomenoi; see subchapter 3. 4, ‘The Pepagomenoi’. 
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their seals. Nikephoros Botaneiates invoked Saint Theodore and Michael the Archangel on 

different bullae. It is possible (yet highly hypothetical) that Michael Pantechnes built a strong 

connection with the Monastery of Saint George of Mangana, which had a hospital, through-

out his long years as physician.279 The representation of this relation by the iconography of 

the military saint could serve well Michael’s purposes in certain situations.280 Consequently, 

the seals in question could belong to the same individual. 

A curious seal of a Pantechnes remained from the end of the eleventh century. The cu-

riosity of this bulla is given by the fact that the first name of the sealer is unknown. When 

the seal was issued, both John and his son, Michael, had active careers, thus the identification 

of the owner is uncertain. Originally, the seal might have included the first name too, but the 

inscription is highly damaged now, and the transcription is dubious.281 It is not surprising 

that Jordanov did not attempted to choose between John and Michael Pantechnes for identi-

fication. However, the court title that is the kouropalates can be reconstructed, and we have 

enough prosopographical information for making a choice between the candidates. The letter 

of Theophylact of Ochrid calls John magistros in the title shortly before the addressee’s 

death. This title was considerably inferior to the kouropalates, and it appears unlikely that 

John managed to emerge to that rank in a short period. In the same time, we know that 

Michael reached higher dignities, particularly the protoproedros, which could lead him to 

the kouropalates. Hence Michael was able to gain the latter rank too. 

The only problem with this theory is that it is difficult to paste the date of the seal into 

Michael’s uncertain course of life. We know his numerous titles and offices from narrative 

sources and sigillary material too. However, some of this evidence cannot be dated, or the 

given dating is debatable. Laurent dated the seal calling Michael protoproedros and ak-

touarios between 1120 and 1130, while Jordanov determined it to the last quarter of the 

eleventh century.282 Nevertheless, the omicron-ypsilon ligature (  instead of ) on this bulla 

indicates a later date closer to the one given by Laurent. The identification of this sealer is 

                                                             
279 For example, Alexios I, a patient of Pantechnes, was cured and died in the monastery: Alexiad, p. 497, 15. 

11. 9; Choniates, History, vol. 1, p. 6, ll. 29–31. 
280 Cheynet’s study about the iconography on the bullae of the Komnenoi demonstrates the political aspects of 

the selection of saints: Jean-Claude Cheynet, ‘L’iconographie des sceaux des Comnènes’, in Claudia Ludwig 

(ed.), Siegel und Siegler. Akten des 8. Internationalen Symposions für Byzantinische Sigillographie (Frankfurt 

a. M., 2005), pp. 53–67, especially p. 60. 
281 Obv.: [Θ(εοτόκ)ε βο]ήθει τῷ σῷ δούλῳ, rev.: … [κουρο]παλάτ[ῃ τῷ] Παντ[εχνῇ], Jordanov, Corpus, vol. 

2, pp. 332–33, no. 556. The obverse bears the iconography of the Virgin orans, while the reverse depicts Saint 

Demetrios. 
282 See above. 
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still open to doubt, and the problem becomes more complex due to the fact that there was a 

third representative of the Pantechnai in the late eleventh century. 

We have very little information about Philetos Pantechnes, a contemporary relative of 

John and Michael. Only one known seal maintains his memory from the turn of the eleventh 

and twelfth centuries. Furthermore, the bulla represents its owner as a private man without 

any reference to his titles or offices.283 Thus we have no evidence about his career and influ-

ence. One may argue about the anonymous sealer’s identification with Philetos. Still, it is 

very unlikely that we have the least information about the member of the family with the 

highest court title and, consequently, the most successful career in comparison to his con-

current kin. Due to the momentary nature of our evidence about Philetos, it is impossible to 

determine, which generation of the family he belonged to. Such paucity of information does 

not characterise the other representatives of the Pantechnai. 

A less curious member of the family is Constantine, yet our knowledge about him is 

considerably restricted. Only sigillary material provides a few records of him, and there are 

uncertainties concerning the identification. A seal dated to the late eleventh century and the 

first third of the twelfth was issued by a Constantine Pantechnes protoproedros.284 A metrical 

bulla from the first half of the twelfth century belonged to a homonymous individual who 

probably shared the same identity with the former sealer. This type does not mention any 

title or office, and the given name of this Pantechnes is uncertain.285 The dating of the bullae 

and the fragmental evidence given by them prevent any certain statement about Constan-

tine’s career. However, his only known title suggests that he gain an administrative position 

close to the rank of Michael Pantechnes. Nevertheless, the following generation of the family 

is better recorded. 

Theodore Pantechnes was one of the Pantechnai, who held considerable positions in the 

administration. He appears in the sources during the reign of Manuel I, and evidence suggest 

a very long career. The earliest mention of him was made by George Tornikes, the metro-

politan of Ephesos, in his letters around 1155.286 One can obtain little but important infor-

mation, especially about his offices, epi ton oikeiakon and nomophylax, from this corre-

spondence. The letter suggests an old contact between Pantechnes and Tornikes, yet their 

                                                             
283 Rev.: Κ(ύρι)ε β(οή)θ(ει) Φιλιτῷ τῷ Παντεχν[ῇ], Stavrakos, Bleisiegel, pp. 304–05, no. 202. The obverse 

bears the iconography of the bust of Saint Demetrios holding a spear and a shield. 
284 Wassiliou-Seibt, Corpus, vol. 1, p. 285. Unpublished seal, Zacos collection. The obverse bears the icono-

graphy of the standing figures of Constantine the Great and Saint Helene. 
285 Rev.: Δέσποινα, σκέποις Παντεχνῆν [Κωνστ]αν[τίνον], Wassiliou-Seibt, Corpus, vol. 1, pp. 285–86, no. 

618. The obverse bears the iconography of the bust of the Virgin (Theotokos Episkepsis). 
286 Tornikes, Letters, pp. 159–61, no. 23. 
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relation appears less intimate. Another correspondence tells Theodore had close connections 

with George Bourtzes, the metropolite of Athens.287 He is also recorded by the synodical 

documents of the Blachernai council in 1157, holding the titles megalepiphanestatos and 

protokouropalates together with his aforementioned offices.288 The typikon of the Monastery 

of Saint Mamas demonstrates in several passages that Theodore was quaestor and nomophy-

lax in the beginning of 1164.289 Theodore attended further two synods in 1166 and 1170 as 

megalepiphanestatos, dikaiodotes and epi ton oikeiakon.290 He was designated protonobelli-

simoypertatos sometime between the two councils, since this dignity is also noted during the 

later event. In 1176, he was still dikaiodotes according to his signature in an imperial or-

der.291 Eustathios of Thessalonike briefly describes the trial led by Pantechnes against the 

rivals of Alexios Komnenos protosebastos, the lover of Empress Mary, the regent. The arch-

bishop calls Pantechnes dikaiodotes and epi ton oikeiakon.292 According to a seal, Theodore 

held the office of eparch with the title protonobellisimos around 1182.293 Niketas Choniates 

mentions Pantechnes too, narrating the sacking of his famous house during a riot in 1182.294 

This latter evidence is very interesting, since it shows that Theodore was able to gather a 

remarkable wealth during his long and successful career in the civil bureaucracy. Our evi-

dence about his course is impressive.295 There is a continuity in the line of the known stages 

of his career for several decades. Tornikes’ letter indicates that Pantechnes began his work 

in the administration many years before the correspondence. Still this early period remains 

in obscurity. The end of his career is not more obvious, yet his support to Alexios Komnenos 

protosebastos probably caused serious problems for him after the rise of Andronikos II. 

Theodore had a contemporary and successful kinsman called John. John Pantechnes 

appears less frequently in the sources, and, seemingly, he never reached as high positions as 

his aforementioned relative did. It is also worth noting that there is no evidence about the 

                                                             
287 Tornikes, Letters, p. 125, no. 9, ll. 4–6. 
288 Sakkelion, Πατμιακή Βιβλιοθήκη, p. 317. 
289 Sophronios Eustratiades, ‘Τυπικὸν τῆς ἐν Κωνσταντινουπόλει μονῆς τοῦ ἁγίου μεγαλομάρτυρος 
Μάμαντος’, Ἑλληνικά, 1 (1928), p. 304, ll. 26–29, p. 308, ll. 28–30. The document also indicates that Theodore 

used lead seals with a highly simple inscription for authorisation in that time: Γραφῶν σφράγισμα Παντεχνῆ 

Θεοδώρου, idem, p. 305, l. 4, p. 308, l. 3. 
290 Sakkos, Ὁ πατήρ μου, p. 155, ll. 2–3; idem, ‘Ἡ ἐν Κωνσταντινουπόλει σύνοδος τοῦ 1170’, in Χαριστήριον 

εἰς τὸν καθηγητὴν Παναγιώτην Κ. Χρήστου (Thessalonike, 1967), p. 332, ll. 25–26. 
291 MM, vol. 6, p. 119. Miklosich and Müller dates the document to 1161, but Darrouzès corrects it to 1176: 

Tornikes, Letters, p. 51. 
292 Eustathios of Thessalonike, Capture, p. 20, l. 24–p. 21, l. 9. 
293 Obv.: Σφραγὶς ἐπάρχου Παντεχνῆ Θεοδώρου, rev.: τό δ᾿ ἀξίωμα πρωτονοβελλισίμου, Wassiliou-Seibt, 

Corpus, vol. 2, pp. 489–90, nos. 2434a–b. 
294 Choniates, History, vol. 1, p. 235, ll. 11–21. 
295 A very useful survey on Theodore’s career is given by Darrouzès: Tornikes, Letters, pp. 50–51. 
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exact grade of kinship between the two Pantechnai. These questions occur due to the fact 

that both of them belonged to the network of George Tornikes. The metropolitan wrote a 

letter to John Pantechnes too, in which the addressee is called the megas skeuophylax of the 

Great Church, the Hagia Sophia.296 One of his seals dated between 1150 and 1170 designate 

him as skeuophylax, which definitely refers to megas skeuophylax.297 Another seal dated to 

the second half of the twelfth century addresses him as megas oikonomos and the phrasing 

of the inscription reminds the concept of the former type.298 John attended the Council of 

Blachernai in 1166 according to the synodical documents that give strict and late date to his 

title skeuophylax.299 Not surprisingly, the letter of Tornikes to John indicates more about the 

writer than the addressee. Nevertheless, some lines of the correspondence, especially at the 

beginning, imply they had relatively close ties.300 A moment mentioned by Tornikes also 

shows that John Pantechnes gained considerable reputation, since his document conveyed 

by the metropolitan inclined the local doux, Alexios Kontostephanos, to an immediate ac-

tion.301 However, Tornikes does not explain the relevant affair, the reasons and consequences 

of John’s document. Furthermore, he gives vague implications on its effects on his own di-

ocese, the benefices. Hence, it is possible that Pantechnes relied more on the metropolitan’s 

mediation, and the case rather represents the mutually beneficial relation of the two individ-

uals. 

Nicholas Pantechnes is the most curious representative of the family. In fact, we have 

no information about his career for the lack of any reference to his titles and offices. A lead 

seal dated to the twelfth century gives the only evidence of his life, yet it does not show 

anything but his name among personal data.302 Without further sources, it is impossible to 

determine his reputation and achievements. Furthermore, the unspecific date of the seal 

means too that one cannot place Nicholas into any generation of the Pantechnai. The number 

of known members in a certain generation could imply a little about the conditions of family. 

The case of Nicholas, however, does not give such an opportunity. 

The history of the family becomes even more complicated when one draws attention to 

the evidence about Alexios Pantechnes. Alexios was probably a contemporary of George 

                                                             
296 Tornikes, Letters, p. 169, title. 
297 Rev.: ῾Ο σκευοφύλαξ Παντεχνῆς ᾿Ιωάννης, Jordanov, Corpus, vol. 2, pp. 333–35, no. 557. The obverse 

bears the iconography of the Virgin with the medallion. 
298 Rev.: ῾Ο μέγας οἰκονόμος ᾿Ιωάννης ὁ Παντεχνῆς, Laurent, Corpus, vol. 5.3, no. 59. 
299 S. N. Sakkos, Ὁ πατήρ μου, p. 149, l. 33, p. 155, ll. 28–29. 
300 Tornikes, Letters, p. 169, ll. 1–5, p. 170, ll. 3–4, no. 26. 
301 Tornikes, Letters, p. 171, ll. 1–3. 
302 Rev.: Θ(εότο)κε β(οή)θ(ει) Νικολ<ά>ω τῷ Παν[τ]εχνῆ, Jordanov, Corpus, vol. 2, p. 335. The obverse bears 

the iconography of the Virgin. 
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Tornikes’ friends from the family, John and Theodore, yet the paucity of information allows 

only suggestions about chronology. The only known source about Alexios’ life is a letter 

sent by John Tzetzes to him.303 Not surprisingly, it is difficult to obtain any exact information 

about the addressee from the dubious narrative of the text. John Tzetzes mentions Alexios’ 

brother educated by one of John’s brothers, probably Isaac.304 Nevertheless, after beginning 

the letter with a pun on the recipient’s surname and with praises for the friend’s multiple 

traits, the writer gives a very interesting remark on Alexios: ‘even if you exalt in the warlike 

garment, you follow the true philosophy…’305 These curious words indicate that Alexios 

Pantechnes was an educated man who served in the army. This interpretation provides an 

interesting hypothesis, since the Pantechnai were characterised by their positions in the civil 

and church administration. There is no evidence about other representatives of the family 

who took service in the imperial army. Although the compliments in the beginning of the 

correspondence can be exaggerated glorification of the addressee’s abilities, Alexios’ man-

ifold talent may be related to the combination of education and military service. If the theory 

is true, Alexios gives an exceptional case in his family, which otherwise did not draw more 

attention to the army in the period even after his activity.  

Another dubious member of the family appears later, in the last decade of Manuel I’s 

reign. The typikon of the monastery of Saint Mamas, or rather its supplement in 1171, men-

tions a certain George Pantechnes. He was a witness of the kathegoumenos’ announcement 

on the privilege of the monastery.306 Darrouzès assumes that George held judicial and fiscal 

offices in the time of the aforementioned document.307 The supplement provides us with few 

suggestions of George’s position. However, his role in the official event as witness implies 

his judicial charges as Darrouzès supposes. It is also interesting nonetheless that the Pan-

technai were involved in the establishment of the monastery mentioned above through the 

contribution of two members in the different stages of the progress. This indicates a close 

relation between the monastic community and the family. The Monastery of Saint Mamas 

was situated in Constantinople, thus, the Pantechnai improved their network inside the cap-

ital with their connections to that local institution. 

                                                             
303 Tzetzes, Letters, pp. 134–36, no. 93. 
304 Tzetzes, Letters, p. 135, ll. 6–7, no. 93. 
305 κἂν ἐπιγανύσκῃ τοῖς Ἐνυαλίοις ἐσθήμασι, φιλοσοφίαν μετέρχῃ τὴν ὄντως, Tzetzes, Letters, p. 134, ll. 16–

18, no. 93. The preceding lines of the letter deals with Alexios Pantechnes’ abilities: idem, p. 134, ll. 11–16, 

no. 93. 
306 Eustratiades, ‘Τυπικὸν’, p. 310, ll. 1–2. 
307 Tornikes, Letters, p. 50. 
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Like John Pantechnes around the middle of the twelfth century, a certain Constantine 

joined the ecclesiastical hierarchy some decades later. Constantine also represented the last 

generation of the family in the twelfth century according to our knowledge. A synodical 

document mentions Constantine as hypertimos and metropolitan of Philippopolis among nu-

merous other clerics attending a council on the rights of the episcopates on 27 November in 

1191.308 It is worth noting however that this source does not record his family name. It is 

noteworthy that another individual, a certain John, held the same position some months later, 

in January 1192.309 Evidence is given by Constantine himself as he wrote a treatise about the 

hunting of partridges and rabbits, of which copy remained in a codex of the Escurial.310 

Scholars suggest according to chronological aspects that an oration of Niketas Choniates 

was dedicated to Constantine Pantechnes.311 Although the identification of the individuals 

recorded in the several sources cannot be performed without a shadow of a doubt, the ele-

ments and their correlations imply one figure behind these cases. The evidence indicate that 

we have a view on the final stage of Constantine’s career. Although there were different 

possible reasons for a metropolitan’s replacement in theory, death seems the most probable 

cause of Pantechnes’ department from the church of Philippopolis between November 1191 

and January 1192. The vast majority of Constantine’s career is unknown, and there is no 

information about the way, which led him to the metropolitan seat. Nevertheless, one can 

imagine the potential benefits, which were provided alone by Constantine’s appointment to 

this ecclesiastical position to the family.312 

The Pantechnai were a family of the Komnenian period. Their name appears in the 

sources of the early decades of the era and their fortune was at its peak under Manuel I and 

the few years after his death. We can reconstruct the development of the family throughout 

the whole period in general. The closeness of Michael, the imperial physician, to the imperial 

house was probably the factor that settled their considerable but not extremely high position 

                                                             
308 Ioannes Sakkelion, ‘Συνοδικαὶ διαγνώσεις τῆς ΙΔ᾿ ἑκατονταετήριδος’, Δελτίον τῆς ἱστορικῆς καὶ 
ἐθνολογικῆς ἑταιρείας τῆς Ἑλλάδος, 3 (1889), p. 419; A. Papadopoulos-Kerameus, ‘Συνοδικὴ πρᾶξις Γεωργίου 

Ξιφιλίνου’, BZ, 11 (1902), p. 75. Papadopoulos-Kerameus’ edition does not include the title hypertimos. 
309 Sakellion, ‘Συνοδικαὶ διαγνώσεις’, p. 423. 
310 M. E. Miller, ‘Description d’une chasse a l’once par écrivain byzantin du XII siècle de notre ére’, Annuaire 

de l’assocation pour l’encouragment des études Greques, 6 (1872), pp. 28–52. The title of the treatise, unlike 

the synodical records, reveals the full name of the metropolitan: Τοῦ μητροπολίτου Φιλιππουπόλεως καὶ 

ὑπερτίμου κυρ. [sic!] Κωνσταντίνου τοῦ Παντεχνῆ ἔκφρασις κυνηγεσίου περδίκων καὶ λαγωῶν, idem, p. 47. 
311 Tornikes, Letters, p. 50; Jan-Louis van Dieten, Niketas Choniates: Erläuterungen zu den Reden und Briefen 

nebst einer Biographie (Berlin, 1971), pp. 166–68. 
312 The cases of Theophylact of Ochrid and Michael Choniates clearly shows the gains of the kin from their 

ecclesiastical duties: Theophylact, Letters, p. 529, no. 109, ll. 11–13; Michael Choniates, Letters, p. 127, no. 

95, ch. 10. 
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in the government in the twelfth century. It is interesting that we have evidence of more than 

one member from the most generations. Our knowledge about these individuals indicates 

that the family was able to gain considerable positions for more representatives simultane-

ously. However, issues also arise when we reach the personal level. Despite these uncertain-

ties, the Pantechnai belongs to those houses, whose history contributes to our understanding 

of the longer development of the second-tier élite. 

3. 4 The Pepagomenoi 

The Pepagomenoi belonged to those families, which did not receive the attention of 

Byzantine authors in the eleventh and twelfth century. We have evidence on this family only 

on seals and in documents from the period. This material, as it is indicated in the following 

pages, gives narrow and fragmental information on the family. Numerous members are rec-

orded by seals or documents, yet the course of the private careers remains in obscurity. The 

identification of the individuals is also problematic due to the characteristics of the source 

material. Nevertheless, the narrow evidence still indicates the tendencies that characterise 

the history of this family. The Pepagomenoi, as the majority of the families presented in this 

chapter, represented the civil bureaucracy throughout their history. The family came to re-

nown at least decades before the Komnenian regime according to the known sources. None-

theless, the beginnings raise several questions due to the uncertain nature of evidence. 

One of the earliest known members of the family was John Pepagomenos spatharokan-

didatos. He was asekretis, judge and antigrapheus at the same time according to his seal, 

which is probably our only source about this individual.313 The bulla is dated to the eleventh 

century, which is an extremely wide range, and gives uncertainty about sealer’s career and 

his position in the history of his family. However, his title and offices can lead to some 

presumptions. All the three offices are connected to the central government and the capital, 

yet none of them belonged to the higher positions. The pure notion of judge is a vague indi-

cation of his duties, yet it probably means a judge of the hippodrome or the velum. John’s 

honorary title also shows his low position in the court hierarchy. Since one of the lowest 

dignities was held by an official at the imperial court in this case, it is likely that we see a 

moment of Pepagomenos’ career before the inflation of the titles. This suggest that John was 

designated to these offices sometime in the first half of the eleventh century. 

                                                             
313 Obv.: Κύριε βοήθει ᾿Ιωάννῃ σπαθαροκανδιδάτῳ ἀσηκρῆτις, rev.: κριτῇ καὶ ἀντιγραφεῖ τῷ Πεπαγωμένῳ, 

Stavrakos, Bleisiegel, pp. 310–311.: no. 205. The seal does not bear any iconography, because it is filled with 

an inscription on both sides. 
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It is possible therefore that this John is identical to another sealer. A seal dated to the 

second and third quarter of the eleventh century represents an official in the court too. Ac-

cording to the bulla, this John Pepagomenos was the protospatharios at the Chrysotriklinos, 

a mystolektes and an imperial notary of the sakelle.314 These charges imply a mixed position. 

On the one hand the protospatharios at the Chrysotriklinos and the mystolektes meant that 

John spent a considerable time close to the emperor. The former office was connected to 

important ceremonial duties in the Great Palace. The latter official was responsible for secret 

imperial messages and his judicial authority was superior to that of the judges of the hippo-

drome.315 On the other, the notaries of the sakelle took an inferior place in the hierarchy. 

Thus, Pepagomenos did not belong to the most powerful members of the court and the inti-

mate circle of the emperor. Still, he was in a good position and was definitely favoured by 

the head of the empire. The identity of this John with the spatharokandidatos would mean 

that this individual achieved a moderate ascension. 

Leo is companied by Constantine Pepagomenos among the individuals with uncertain 

dating. It is a question again, whether our information about a member of the family comes 

from the Komnenian period or the former era. Constantine is only recorded by a seal dated 

to the last third of the eleventh century. According to the bulla, he held the title spatharo-

koubikoularios.316 This title raises questions about Constantine’s career. Spatharokoubikou-

larios was originally granted to eunuchs, yet this dignitary was also affected by the inflation 

of the ranks in the eleventh century. Thus, lay individuals, especially the members of the 

imperial retinue, received this title too. There is no clue about whether Constantine 

Pepagomenos was a eunuch or ‘bearded’ official. Nonetheless, the latter option appears more 

feasible. 

A homonymous Pepagomenos flourished in nearly the same period. This Constantine is 

considered as unidentical with his contemporary. His only known (und unedited) seal dated 

to the last quarter of the eleventh century calls him protobestes.317 Stavrakos stresses the 

distinction between the two Constantines.318 We have already concerned the problem of 

                                                             
314 Rev.: Ἰω(άννῃ) (πρωτο)σπαθ(α)ρ(ίῳ) ἐπὶ τοῦ Χρ(υσοτρι)κλ(ίνου) μ(υ)στολέκτ(ῃ) (καὶ) β(ασιλικῷ) 

νοταρ(ίῳ) τῖ(ς) σα(κέ)λλ(ης) τῷ Παγ(ωμένῳ), Stavrakos, Bleisiegel, pp. 292–93, no. 193. The obverse depicts 

the standing figure of the Virgin (Theotokos Dexiokratousa in this case). 
315 Andreas Gkoutzioukostas, ‘Some Remarks on Mystographos and Mystolektes’, in Christos Stavrakos and 

Barbara Papadopoulou (ed.), Ἤπειρόνδε: Proceedings of the 10th International Symposium of Byzantine Sig-

illography (Ioannina, 1.–3. October 2009) (Weisbaden, 2011), pp. 200–4. 
316 Rev.: Θεοτόκε βοήθει Κωνσταντίνῳ σπαθαροκουβικουλαρίῳ τῷ Πεπαγωμένῳ, Stavrakos, Bleisiegel, pp. 

311–12, no. 206. The obverse bears the iconography of the Annunciation. 
317 Rev.: Κύριε βοήθει Κωνσταντίνῳ πρωτοβέστῃ τῷ Πεπαγωμένῳ, Stavrakos, Bleisiegel, p. 312. 
318 Stavrakos, Bleisiegel, p. 312. The obverse depicts the bust of Saint Nicholas. 
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identification in this chapter several times.319 In the case of Constantine or Constantines, the 

difference of the invoked patrons on the seals is the only factor that implies the distinction 

of the individuals. However, this is also not a perfect indicator of differentiation as it has 

been demonstrated. Nevertheless, the honorary dignities do not suggest anything about the 

identity of the sealers in question. The protobestes was an inferior rank, while the spatharo-

koubikoularios was granted to those in the imperial entourage. Still, the lay bearers of the 

latter title held modest positions in the government.320 Therefore, the donation of the 

spatharokoubikoularios relied on the closeness to the emperor rather than on the significance 

of the office. The titles of Constantine spatharokoubikoularios and Constantine protobestes 

does not contradict their common identity. Nevertheless, it is more suitable to maintain the 

distinction here due to the lack of information. 

From this point, we can analyse the history of the family under the Komnenoi and the 

Angeloi. All the known members presented in the following part of the subchapter flourished 

after Alexios I’s ascension to the throne according to the evidence. Although the chronolog-

ical aspect of this segment is almost certain, there are still numerous questions about the 

condition of the Pepagomenoi after 1081. 

The earliest Pepagomenos with definite date in the Komnenian period was John sebas-

tophoros. We have only one evidence of his existence with certainty from an early year of 

Alexios I’s reign, 1082.321 He attended the trial of John Italos, which was one of the most 

important internal political events in the beginning of Alexios’ regime. According to the 

document of the lawsuit, he held not only the title of sebastophoros, but was also ‘the man 

of the emperor.’322 The source does not tell much about Pepagomenos, yet his titles should 

attract the scholarly interest. The sebastophoros was primarily a dignity for eunuchs, origi-

nally denoting a specific duty in the court ceremonials. Still, ‘bearded officials’ could be 

designated to this title.323 In the case of John Pepagomenos, we can assume the second option 

                                                             
319 See the case of Michael Pantechnes on pages 77–79. 
320 Several examples from the eleventh century: Rev.: Βασιλείῳ σπαθαροκουβικουλαρίῳ καὶ ἀναγραφεῖ τῷ 
Ξηρῷ, Koltsida-Makre, Μολυβδόβουλλα, p. 66, no. 135. The obverse depicts the bust of Saint Nicholas. Seibt 

and Wassiliou correct the first name and the title (from spatharios): Seibt and Wassiliou, ‘Koltsida-Makre’, p. 

147, no. 135; Rev.: Κύριε βοήθει τῷ σῷ δούλῳ Εὐστρατίῳ σπαθαροκουβικουλαρίῳ, Schlumberger, Sigillog-

raphie, p. 486, no. 2. The obverse is badly preserved. Seibt corrects the reading of the inscription: BBÖ, vol. 

1, p. 150; Obv.: [Κ(ύρι)ε βοή]θει τῷ σῷ δούλ(ῳ), rev.: Κων(σταντίνῳ) σπαθ(αρο)κου(βι)κ(ουλαρίῳ) 

ἀσηκρήτ(ῃ) ἑβδομαρ(ίῳ) [κ(αὶ)] κριτ(ῇ) Καπ(π)αδοκ(ίας) τ[ῷ] [Μ]αδυτ(η)ν(ῷ), Jean-Claude Cheynet, ‘Les 

sceaux byzantins du musee de Manisa’, RÉB, 56 (1998): 261–62. The obverse also depicts the bust of Saint 

Nicholas. 
321 However, there is a tessara of a certain John Pepagomenos sebastophoros, whose owner was possibly iden-

tical with John recorded in 1088: Schlumberger, Mélanges, p. 167–68, no. 4. 
322 Jean Gouillard, ‘Procès officiel’, pp. 94–95., 105. 
323 Alexander Kazhdan, ‘Sebastophoros’, in ODB, vol. 3, p. 1862. 
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that he was assigned to such a dignity as layman like Constantine spatharokoubikoularios. 

The other designation, the ‘men of the emperor,’ shows special personal ties to Alexios I.324 

John was probably not an important member of the court, but he definitely belonged to the 

retinue of the emperor. 

The frequent appearance of the name John in the sources causes difficulties. The iden-

tification of the individuals is a real issue for the scholars here. Three types of seals from the 

second half of the eleventh century and the turn of the eleventh and twelfth centuries.325 

Stavrakos argues that the three sealers were probably identical, yet he denies a connection 

between these seals and John Pepagomenos sebastophoros.326 The differences between the 

seal of the sebastophoros and the bullae of the other John implies distinction. Nevertheless, 

there are characteristics that appear on all these items: the lack of iconography and the invo-

cation of Christ. The latter would have been a strange choice for both of homonymous and 

contemporary representatives of a family. 

The case of Leo Pepagomenos shows how important the reconsideration of dating seals 

is important for the prosopography of the Byzantine families. Leo’s seal, the only known 

source on his existence, was previously dated to the second half of the eleventh century. 

Wassiliou-Seibt dates this bulla to the late eleventh and early twelfth centuries. According 

to the seal, Leo was a protosynkellos.327 He probably held this office in the patriarchate of 

Constantinople, and thus belonged to the church bureaucracy. This was a very important 

position and it is the earliest evidence of the family’s involvement in the church administra-

tion. Leo’s office strengthens the conventional image of Constantinopolitan families, which 

divided their interest in both the civil and church administration. His testament also demon-

strates that one of the Pepagomanoi gained significant positions in the reign of Alexios I. 

Theodore Pepagomenos is another representative of his family who flourished in the 

early Komnenian period. As in the cases of many Pepagomenoi, we have little evidence of 

                                                             
324 For a more detailed discussion on the personal ties, see subchapters 4. 1 and 4. 4. 
325 Obv.: Σφραγὶς ᾿Ιωάννου δούλου Χριστοῦ, rev.: τοῦ Πεπαγωμένου, Birch, Seals, vol. 5, p. 79, no. 17883. 

There is no iconography, since both sides are filled with inscription. Stavrakos corrects the date of the seal to 

the second half of the eleventh century: Stavrakos, Bleisiegel, p. 291. Obv.: Σφραγὶς δούλου Χριστοῦ, rev.: 

᾿Ιωάννου τῶν Παγωμένων, Stavrakos, Bleisiegel, pp. 290–92, no. 192. There is no iconography, since both 

sides are filled with inscription. Obv.: Κ(ύρι)ε β(οή)θ(ει) τῷ σῷ δούλῳ, rev.: Ἰωάννῃ τῷ Πεπαγ(ω)μένῳ, 

Schlumberger, Sigillographie, p. 689, no. 2. There is no iconography, since both sides are filled with inscrip-

tion. Schlumberger dates it to the 12th–13th centuries, while Stavrakos regards it as contemporary with the 

other two bullae. 
326 Stavrakos, Bleisiegel, p. 291–92, no. 192. 
327 Obv.: Λέων πρ(ω)τοσύγκελ(λ)ο(ς), rev.: ὁ Παγ(ω)μένος, Wassiliou-Seibt, Corpus, vol. 1, p, 555, no. 1283; 

Laurent, Corpus, vol. 5.3, p. 43, no. 1675. The seal does not bear any iconography, since it is filled with 

inscription. 
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Theodore’s career. He attended the council at Blachernai in 1094, which restored the position 

of Leo of Chalcedon on his metropolitan seat after several years of exile. The list of this 

synod names Theodore among the raiktores, whose dignity was probably an honorary title 

at that time.328 It appears plausible that a metrical seal dated to the late eleventh and the 

beginning of the twelfth centuries belonged to this individual.329 It is worth noting that the 

raiktores were placed on the second lowest position in the hierarchy of the lay participants 

in the list, followed by only the bestarchai. This indicates that Theodore was not designated 

to an important position in the time of the council. 

We find a great hiatus then in the evidence of the Pepagomenoi. From the last years of 

Alexios I to the reign of Manuel I, there is no information about any representatives of the 

family. The history of the family in the administration continued after this period. A decline 

of the Pepagomenoi into the middle stratum and their return to the élite afterwards seem to 

be possible but highly improbable option. It appears more likely that the source material 

became fragmental about their constant involvement in the bureaucracy. Nevertheless, we 

can expect the decrease of the reputation of the family in these decades. The following evi-

dence does not provide us with a clearer picture on these obscure years. 

Our bare information on the family is manifested in an official record about John 

Pepagomenos. He certainly flourished at least in the early years of the reign of Manuel I. 

There are several sources about John however. An imperial decree (lysis) issued after a pe-

tition of Patmos Monastery in March 1145 records John without any dignity.330 He is also 

mentioned as the man of the emperor in a Latin translation of an imperial chrysobull in April 

1145.331 Both records raise interesting questions about this individual. The imperial decree 

does not suggest John’s official position. Nonetheless, Pepagomenos played an important 

role in the creation and authorisation of the document according to the account.332 Shortly 

                                                             
328 Blachernai, p. 218. The raiktor developed from a court office of a considerable position to an insignificant 

honorary title from the ninth to the twelfth centuries: John B. Bury, The Imperial Administrative System in the 

Ninth Century (London, 1911), pp. 115–16; Guilland, Institutions, vol. 2, pp. 212–19. 
329 Obv.: Σφραγὶς Θεοδώρου, rev.: [τοῦ] Πεπαγωμέν(ου), Wassiliou-Seibt, Corpus, vol. 2, p. 497, no. 2448. 
There is no iconography on the seal, since both sides are filled with inscription. There is another type, which 

was owned by a (probably identical) Theodore Pepagomenos: obv.: Κ(υρι)ε β(οή)θ(ει) Θεοδώρω, rev.: τῷ 

Πεπαγωμένω, Schlumberger, Sigillographie, p. 689 (Wassiliou-Seibt considers it as contemporary to the other 

seal). 
330 Patmos, vol. 1, p. 192, no. 19, l. 24. 
331 G. L. F. Tafel and G. M. Thomas (ed.), Urkunden zur älteren Handels- und Staatsgeschichte der Republik 

Venedig, 3 vols. (Vienna, 1856–57), vol. 1, p. 110, no. 50. 
332 He was definitely not an official at the office of the megas logariastes as the Prosopography of the Byzantine 

World alleges: PBW (2016), Ioannes 352, http://pbw2016.kdl.kcl.ac.uk/person/Ioannes/352/. The subordinated 

official of the megas logariastes was Theodore Spondyles in truth: Patmos, vol. 1, p. 192, no. 19, ll. 24–25. 

However, Spondyles is mistakenly connected with the office of the epi ton oikeiakon by the PBW: PBW (2016), 

Theodoros 196, http://pbw2016.kdl.kcl.ac.uk/person/Theodoros/196/. 
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after this decree, John Pepagomenos received the semi-official title of ‘man of the emperor’ 

as it is implied by the imperial chrysobull. This specific dignity was donated to officials of 

various ranks, despite its sensitiveness as an indicator of personal closeness to the em-

peror.333 John was a member of the retinue of Manuel I, but he could still hold a relatively 

low office in the court. 

Another obscure period of the family appears in the second half of twelfth century. At 

least, one representative of the Pepagomenoi, George, appears in a source from last third of 

the century. A metrical seal dated to the aforementioned period gives little information about 

George.334 The inscription on this bulla does not mention any title or office held by the sealer. 

Since there is no evidence George’s position in the government, the situation of the 

Pepagomenoi between the middle and the late twelfth century remains in obscurity. Thus, it 

is also difficult to judge the background of the family later, at the turn of the twelfth and 

thirteenth centuries. 

The most characteristic name of the family, John, appeared in the late twelfth century 

again. John Pepagomenos seemingly flourished in the reign of the Angeloi. He was involved 

in a dispute between the Lavra Monastery and the office of the sea and that of megas sakel-

larios on tax exemption in 1196. He was one of the judges of the velum and held the titles 

megalodoxotatos and protonobellisimoypertatos according to the document of the case.335 

The lawsuit included more sessions and hearings from 5th May to 25th June and it was led by 

John Belissariotes megas logariastes and logothetes of the sekreta. John Pepagomenos was 

one of the numerous judges participating in the trial. The members of this tribunal changed 

by occasions, Pepagomenos himself attended only the session and the hearing in June.336 

The document indicates that Pepagomenos did not play a significant role in the case. As a 

judge of the velum, he was a minor judge in the Byzantine judicial system of that period.337 

However, his honorary titles suggest a considerable rank in the bureaucracy, which was ex-

cluded from the imperial family.338 It is also important that he is not the only Pepagomenos 

known from the turn of the two centuries. 

                                                             
333 Chapter 4 on the individuals of the second-tier élite treats the subject of the anthropoi in more details. 
334 Obv.: Γεωργίου σφραγίζω, rev.: γραφὰς τοῦ Παγωμένου, Wassiliou-Seibt, Corpus, vol. 1, p. 156, no. 259; 

Eric McGeer, ‘Discordant Verses on Byzantine metrical seals’, SBS, 4 (1994), p. 66, no. 15. 
335 Lavra, vol. 1, pp. 355, 357, no. 68, ll. 3, 35. There is an earlier document related to the affair, which does 

not refer to Pepagomenos: idem, pp. 345–54, no. 67. 
336 Paul Lemerle, ‘Notes sur l’administration byzantine à la veille de le IVe croisade d’après deux documents 

inédits des archives de Lavra’, RÉB, 19 (1961), pp. 258–68, especially pp. 261–65. 
337 For more detail, see chapter 4. 1, ‘John Melidones and Thessalonike’. 
338 It is worth noting that the use of court titles mostly dissolved in the twelfth century among the lower officials: 

Magdalino, Empire, p. 183. 
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Two years later, a Leo Pepagomenos was involved in an administrative affair concern-

ing monastic possession. He witnessed and authorised a praktikon issued by the bishop of 

Hierissos shortly before June in 1198. This document is now lost, yet a chrysobull of Alexios 

III refers to it.339 The head of the empire identifies Leo as ‘the bestiarites of my imperial 

majesty.’340 Leo apparently belonged to an imperial bodyguard, but an obscurity occurs here. 

There were two bands of bestiaritai divided between the personal imperial and the state 

treasury.341 The chrysobull does not specifies the contingent and the vestiarium Leo affili-

ated himself to. He probably had a relatively close connection with the emperor nonethe-

less.342 In political terms, Leo reached the highest position among the Pepagomenoi before 

the fourth crusade. Concerning only the end of the twelfth century, he was definitely the 

leading figure of his family. 

A third representative appears in the sources at the turn of the twelfth and thirteenth 

centuries. Nikephoros Pepagomenos was concerned in two affairs related to the Monastery 

of Saint John the Theologian on Patmos. In the first case, the office of the sea confirmed the 

tax exemption of the monastic community regarding the sea freight of certain measure in 

1199.343 The latter affair dealt with the retrieval of the monk’s lost shipment in 1203.344 

Nikephoros’ only role in these events was his subscriptions in the related documents. Ac-

cording to his signs, he was an imperial notary of the office in both occasions.345 It is worth 

stressing that we see the position of Nikephoros for a short period instead of a moment as in 

the case of many other Pepagomenoi in the era. It is also noteworthy that Nikephoros’ office 

seemingly did not change during these years. This evidence shows that he held a moderate 

position in the central administration. 

There are several problems with the history of the Pepagomenoi. The paucity of evi-

dence in the reigns of John II and Manuel I prevents us to have a clear picture about the 

progression of the family. The fact that a Pepagomenos was a man of Manuel I and a late 

                                                             
339 Chilandar, p. 109, no. 4, ll. 38–39. 
340 τοῦ βεστιαρίτ(ου) τ(ῆς) βασιλ(είας) μου Λέοντο(ς) τοῦ Πεπαγωμ(έ)ν(ου), Chilandar, p. 109, no. 4, l. 39. 
341 The military duties of the bestiaritai developed by the late eleventh century: Nicolas Oikonomidès, ‘L’évo-

lution de l’organisation administrative de l’Empire byzantine au XIe siècle (1025–1118)’, TM, 6 (1976), pp. 

129–30. Note that there is bare evidence of the bestiaritai, especially in regard to their organisation, in the late 

twelfth century. 
342 Anna Komnene ambiguously mentions the bestiaritai as the household (οἰκειοτέρων) soldiers of Alexios I 

during the battle of Dyrrachium: Alexiad, vol. 1, p. 127, 4. 4. 3. The comparative form stresses the personal 

closeness of these individuals to the emperor, while the term humbles the significance of kinship in these ties. 

Nevertheless, none of the two leaders of the bestiaritai were apparently relatives of Alexios I in 1094 according 

to the list of Blachernai: Blachernai, p. 218. 
343 Patmos, vol. 2, pp. 120–27, no. 59. 
344 Patmos, vol. 2, pp. 128–34, no. 60. 
345 Patmos, vol. 2, p. 123, no. 59, l. 20; p. 132, no. 60, l. 30. 
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kinsman was a bestiarites of Alexios III raises questions. The latter individual’s position 

suggests that the ascension of the Angeloi to the throne had positive effects on the situation 

of the Pepagomenoi. However, the evidence of this increased reputation comes from the time 

of Alexios III, whose reign was rather a Komnenian restoration than a preservation of a 

distinct policy of the Angeloi.346 Therefore, the Pepagomenoi were probably connected to a 

faction, which approved the traditional Komnenian politics. This may explain why a 

Pepagomenos was a member of Manuel’s retinue and another one became a bodyguard of 

Alexios III decades later. The success of the family can be traced by the number of contem-

porary members, who were simultaneously able to maintain positions in the administration. 

Evidence supports the existence of this kind of achievement in the early Komnenian period 

and at the turn of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Given the appearance of the most 

frequent names among the Pepagomenoi, the Johns and Leos apparently represented one line 

or branch of the family. This line maintained its positions in the government throughout the 

whole period. However, it is difficult to assume which name covered the father or the son at 

a given moment.347 In conclusion, the Pepagomenoi seem to keep a moderate but stable po-

sition in the administration due to their good connections in the court. 

3. 5 The Sarantapecheis and Tessarakontapecheis 

The Tessarakontapecheis were the ‘oldest’ among the families of the second-tier élite, 

which are the main concern of the chapter. In truth, the length of their history depended on 

the early development of their family name, while numerous houses of the bureaucracy re-

mained unrevealed until the tenth or rather the eleventh century. Concerning the surname, it 

is important to note that different forms were applied simultaneously as the title of this sub-

chapter indicates too: Sarantapechos, Sarantapeches, Sarakontapechys and Tessara-

kontapechys.348 In the period of main interest, the ‘long’ twelfth century, the last variation 

was used by the sources, and probably by the family members themselves in the most cases. 

The main question of this subchapter is that how a notable family, whose age is apparent, 

managed its position and prestige in a period, when ancestry became a crucial factor without 

doubt. 

                                                             
346 Magdalino, ‘Komnenoi’, pp. 661–62. 
347 This problem occurs in the case of John, the judge of the velum, and Leo bestiarites in the late twelfth 

century. While Leo held the higher position, John had seemingly passed the early stage of his career beforehand 

according to the combination of his office and titles. In the same time, Leo had to be young enough to perform 

his duties in the bodyguard. 
348 Wassiliou-Seibt, Corpus, vol. 1, p. 394. 
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The family had a long history, which went back to the period of iconoclasm. The trace 

of their old ancestry is provided by the fact that the Tessarakontapecheis belonged to the 

earliest houses, which applied surnames. One of the sources of this family was the chronicle 

of Theophanes the Confessor. The chronicler gives a curious account of a father and his son, 

Constantine and Theophylact Sarantopechos patrikios who were close relatives of Empress 

Irene and probably took charges in the military administration.349 Theophanes also mentions 

Leo Sarantopechos patrikios among the conspirators who supported Nikephoros I during his 

usurpation against Irene.350 These cases are considered evidence by Cheynet that the ap-

pointment of imperial relatives to the key positions had an older tradition in the Byzantine 

politics than it was expected by several scholars, such as Kazhdan and Magdalino.351 From 

the beginnings, our attention is turning to a significantly later period now. A seal was issued 

by a monk, Leontios Tessarakontapechys sometime in the eleventh century.352 An unidenti-

fied member of the family is mentioned in the Scylitzes Continuatus as a supporter of Ni-

kephoros Basilakes who attempted a usurpation against Nikephoros III.353 Although there 

are some questions about the history of the family throughout the centuries, modern scholars 

agree on the fact that the family had Athenian origins. The evidence is definitely clearer 

about the circumstances of their emergence than about the following periods until the end of 

the eleventh century. Their rise was relied on their kinship with Empress Irene, yet their 

loyalty appears swerving according to the sources. Several Sarantopechoi bearing the title 

of patrikios, one of the highest dignities, in a short period clearly show the influence of the 

family in the reign of Irene. The family’s position is less obvious in the eleventh century. 

However, the reference to a member by his family name among the supporters of the 

Basilakes in the Scylitzes Continuatus implies that Tessarakontapechys had the means of a 

significant contribution to the rebellion. Nevertheless, they did not belong to the leading 

circles of the government throughout the period. The following pages may reveal that the 

Tessarakonapecheis was able to transmit their authority and prestige to the Komnenian era. 

                                                             
349 Theophanes, ed. Boor, vol. 1, p. 474, ed. Mango and Scott, p. 651, A. M. 6291. About the interpretation of 

the passage, see idem, ed. Mango, p. 652, n. 6. It is worth noting that the name Tessarakontapechys is recorded 

in the sources as that of a Jewish magician who exhorted Yazid II, the Umayyad caliph (720–724) to perform 

iconoclastic policy, PbmZ, no. 7251. 
350 Theophanes, ed. Boor, vol. 1, p. 476, A. M. 6295. 
351 Cheynet, ‘The Byzantine Aristocracy’, no. 1, p. 13. Cheynet use the name form Sarakontapechys for the 

family. 
352 Obv.: Σφραγὶς Λεοντίου μοναχοῦ, rev.: τοῦ Τεσσαρακοντάπηχυ, Laurent, Corpus, vol. 5.3, p. 272, no. 1994. 

There is no iconography on the seal. 
353 Scylitzes Continuatus, p. 182, ll. 24–26. 
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Under the surname of Sarantapechys, one representative of the family, possibly Nikeph-

oros, held an important military position in the early twelfth century. He was appointed to 

doux according to a lead seal dated to the aforementioned period. The bulla bears a very 

simple metrical verse, which does not refer to any geographical determination of Nikeph-

oros’ office. Furthermore, the interpretation of the last letters of the inscription is open to 

debate.354 The lonely seal, the only known source about this individual, gives little infor-

mation, still these data are valuable for the analysis of the family. The bulla shows the sealer 

followed the military tradition of the family, which had been testified by the earliest known 

representatives of the Tessarakontapecheis centuries before and by the subordinate of Ni-

kephoros Basilakes some decades earlier. It is a question however, whether the surname 

represented on the seal indicates a distinct branch of the family in that time or the tradition 

of these different variations was still alive in that time, and the members frequently changed 

their names. Nevertheless, the other known relatives used the form of Tessarakontapechys. 

An evidence of continuity of the family is given by the testimony of John Tessara-

kontapechys. However, beside his existence, we know very little about this member of the 

family, and the chronological determination of his career is also uncertain. Only a metrical 

seal dated to the second and third quarters of the twelfth century gives information about 

John in a very simple inscription.355 Despite the iconography on the obverse, the metrical 

verse on the reverse provides a secular text, referring only to the ownership of the seal. Alt-

hough the use of a lead seal may imply that John took a charge in the administration, it is 

impossible to determine his position in the government. The later representatives of the fam-

ily give more evidence about the situation of the family. 

In the case of Theognostos Tessarakontapechys, the court title raises as much problem 

as information it gives about the position of the family. Theognostos held the honorific dig-

nity of sebastos sometime in the middle and the last third of the twelfth century, when the 

reputation of that title significantly changed. Our only source about this specific fact and 

Theognostos in general is a metrical seal dated to the aforementioned period.356 Although 

the inscription on the bulla is clear, the dating of this item includes a relatively long period. 

The later the seal was precisely issued the less reputation lies behind holding the title of 

                                                             
354 Rev.: Σαρανταπήχου δουκ(ὸ)ς τοῦ Ν(ι)κ(η)φόρ[ου], Wassiliou-Seibt, Corpus, vol. 2, p. 248, no. 1894. The 

obverse depicts the standing figure of Saint Nicholas. 
355 Rev.: Σφραγὶς Ἰωάννου τοῦ Τεσσαρακοντά[πηχου], Wassiliou-Seibt, Corpus, vol. 2, p. 509, no. 2475; Lau-

rent, Orghidan, p. 236, no. 470. The obverse depicts the bust of Saint Nicholas. 
356 Rev.: Θε[ό]γνωστον, πάν[αγ]νε, σεβαστὸν σκέποις Τε[σ]σ[ε]ρακοντά<πη>χυν ἐκ π[ά]<σης> βλάβη[ς], 

Wassiliou-Seibt, Corpus, vol. 1, p. 393, no. 872. The obverse depicts the Virgin (Theotokos Episkepsis). 



94 
 

sebastos. During the reign of Manuel I, this honorific dignity was primarily maintained for 

the imperial kin. Of course, this custom was never complete, yet an official out of the leading 

élite was exceptional before the late twelfth century, bearing this court title. Nevertheless, 

when a member of the second-tier élite held the dignity of sebastos at any moment in the 

century, the rank showed a very high position in the stratum. 

The testimony of George Tessarakontapechys gives a picture about a typical civil func-

tionary. The evidence of his career implies the importance of intellectual activity, both the 

correlation and the rivalry between it and the official duties, and the instability of official’s 

situation. George was an acquaintance of Michael Choniates who wrote several letters, of 

which four correspondences remained until today.357 This number of letters written to one 

individual is relatively high in regard to the overall collection of Byzantine epistolography. 

Obviously, Choniates did not need to fill his correspondences with information useful for 

prosopographical analysis about Tessarakontapechys. There is no reference to George’s ex-

act office in the letters, yet the author’s implications show a juridical function that was the 

main responsibility of any civil bureaucrat beside fiscal matters.358 However, Choniates once 

indicates a crisis in Tessarakontapechys’ career.359 Without any explicit note on George’s 

office, it is difficult to determine the geographical aspects of his administrative activity. 

When Micheal refers to Tessarakontapechys’ official duties however, he often mentions the 

imperial palaces.360 Michael’s mention of the ‘acropolis of philosophy’, Tessara-

kontapechys’ place of residence, compared to the contemporary and ‘barbaric’ Athens, in-

dicates Constantinople.361 Choniates also pays considerable attention to the addressee’s in-

tellectual exercises.362 It is important to note that three of these letters are dated to a short 

period from 1183 to 1185, in the early years of Choniates’ metropolitan duty in Athens.363 

This means that the correspondences refer to a short part of George’s career, and, moreover, 

the only undated work does not contain any information about his official activity. Conclu-

sively, the letters present Tessarakontapechys as a bureaucrat in the central government who 

possibly paid much attention to intellectual matters. The latter’s appearance, particularly by 

                                                             
357 Michael Choniates, Letters, no. 11, 12, 17, 28. 
358 Michael Choniates, Letters, p. 38, no. 28, ch. 2. Another reference: idem, p. 16, no. 11, ch. 2. Furthermore, 

a remark of Choniates implies a high rank that Tessarakontapechys reached: idem, p. 16, no. 11, ch. 1. 
359 Michael Choniates, Letters, p. 17, no. 12, ch. 2. 
360 Michael Choniates, Letters, p. 16, no. 11, ch. 2; p. 39, no. 28, ch. 4. 
361 Michael Choniates, Letters, no. 28, ch. 5. Further references: idem, no. 17, ch. 3 (less explicitly); no. 28, ch. 

1, 3–4. 
362 Michael Choniates, Letters, p. 16, no. 11, ch. 2; p. 21, no. 17, ch. 2; p. 39, no. 28, ch. 2.  
363 Michael Choniates, Letters, pp. 55*–56*, 66*. Kolovou did not date letter 17 due to lack of information: 

idem, p. 59*. 
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reference to philosophy, in correspondence between such individuals may be easily inter-

preted as a cliché. Nonetheless, the amount of interest shown by Choniates in this topic in 

these letters suggests that Tessarakontapechys was highly involved in such issues.364 There 

is no clue about Choniates’ ties to the Tessarakontapecheis except George, yet the letters 

include some notes on the family too. 

Michael Choniates also refers to George Tessarakontapechys’ family and ancestry in 

his letters. The several correspondences between the two individuals includes remarks on 

these issues, which were important factors in the élite. Thinking about Tessarakontapechys’ 

activities, Choniates connects his acquaintance’s official duties with the family’s tradition: 

‘Whenever we consider the family as great in mind and body as well-grown too, and we 

think that it is not short of the men of politics and gentleness, we suppose that you spend 

your time in the imperial palaces.’365 The metropolitan also mentions the son-in-law, whose 

name, not surprisingly, remains unrevealed in the narrative, yet this individual was definitely 

a governor somewhere out of Hellas and Peloponnesos.366 These references show George’s 

reputation in many aspects without doubt. It is interesting which virtues are mentioned by 

Choniates praising the ancestry of the Tessarakontapecheis, albeit it is more important that 

the quoted text indicates the fame and reputation of this family. This prestige is not surprising 

in regard to the old history of the house, yet Choniates’ opinion implies that the Tessara-

kontepecheis were able to maintain this honour. The marital kinship between George and a 

governor is also a significant information despite the lack of clear identification. One can 

agree with the son-in-law’s identification by Kolovou with Demetrios Drimys appears due 

to the Choniates’ remarks on the official. The metropolitan’s narrative implies a close expe-

rience of the curious son-in-law’s abilities, and Drimys was possibly of that age fitting for a 

marriage alliance with Tessarakontapechys. If the identification is correct, the marriage def-

initely aimed to maintain the already strong ties between George’s family and the Constan-

tinopolitan bureaucracy. Choniates dated letters to George Tessarakontapechys were written 

in the reign of Andronikos I or shortly after that. Another member of the latter’s family 

                                                             
364 However, Choniates’ narrative also suggests Tessarakontapechys’ ambivalent attitude towards intellectual 

activities. Since we do not know George’s own works, we can rely only on the metropolitan’s account that 

requires critical interpretation. Nevertheless, while some remarks imply that Tessarakontapechys frequently 

dealt with intellectual matters, Choniates mentions George’s complaint about this subject. These accounts in-

dicate that Tessarakontapechys was not as interested in scholarly issues as Michael Choniates, and he was 

involved in such activities under the cultural pressure of his social milieu. 
365 ὅταν μὲν γὰρ τὸ γένος ἀναλογισώμεθα ἡλίκον τῆς ψυχῆς καὶ τοῦ σώματος καὶ τὸ εὐφυὲς ὁποῖον καὶ ὡς οὐκ 

ἀπᾷδον ἀνδρὶ πολιτικῷ καὶ φοροῦντι τὰ μαλακά, ἐν τοῖς οῖκοις τῶν βασιλείων διατρίβειν σε στοχαζόμεθα, 

Michael Choniates, Letters, p. 16, no. 11, ch. 2. 
366 Michael Choniates, Letters, p. 39, no. 28, ch. 6. 
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shows however that they were able to maintain their relatively high position in the second-

tier élite. 

The prestige of the Tessarakontapecheis is testified by a certain Constantine in the very 

late twelfth century. He was involved in a judicial procedure concerning a dispute as a judge. 

The debate arose between the Monastery of Lavra and some offices of the central govern-

ment over the exemption of the former institution from paying a tithe on wine. The issue led 

to several judicial hearings, sessions and two documents from May to June in 1196. The 

charters were issued and sealed by John Belissariotes megas logariastes.367 Constantine 

Tessarakontapechys is mentioned among the judges during three of the four occasions. In all 

cases, he is recorded as megalodoxotatos, protonobellisimoypertatos and the judge of the 

velum. It is worth noting that Constantine held the two honorary titles and the judicial posi-

tion simultaneously with other individuals.368 The documents show that Tessara-

kontapechys’ position was not exceptional and extremely high, since the judges of the velum 

composing a body belonged to the minor authorities.369 Nevertheless, unlike in the case of 

George Tessarakontapechys, we know the exact rank of Constantine even for a short period. 

We are far from having a clear picture about the history of the Tessarakontapecheis in 

the ‘long’ twelfth century. Although evidence is derived from various sources, one can only 

draw hypotheses about some moments of the career of the family. It is clear that the Tessa-

rakontapecheis emerged into the higher élite by serving in the military administration. Ac-

cording to the sources, the tradition of military service was seemingly maintained until the 

early twelfth century. However, it is a question when the Tessarakontapecheis left the army 

for the civil administration. There is no clue that any members of the family took charge in 

the military government. Although this does not necessarily mean that the Tessara-

kontapecheis transferred to the civil administration in the twelfth century. The old history of 

the family suggests the possibility that a partial relocation to the bureaucracy occurred earlier 

as the cases of other ancient houses, such as the Phokades or the Skleroi, show. One can 

interpret the remarks of Michael Choniates on the Tessarakontapecheis’ long tradition of 

                                                             
367 For a more detailed analysis, see Lavra, vol. 1, pp. 345–49, 354–55. The texts of the two documents are 

edited in idem, pp. 349–54, 355–58. 
368 σ[υνδικαζόντων ἡμῖν] [...] τ[ῶν μεγαλο]δ[οξοτάτων πρωτονωβελλισιμοϋπερτάτων καὶ κριτῶν τοῦ βήλ]ου 

τοῦ Βαλ[σαμὼν κῦρ Κωνσταντίνου] [τοῦ] Πυρρ[ο]π(ού)λ(ου) κῦρ Θεοδ(ώ)ρ(ου), τοῦ νομοφ[ύλακος κῦρ 

Κωνσταντίνου τοῦ Μ]ανουηλίτ(ου), τοῦ Ἀποτ(υ)ρ(ᾶ) [κῦρ] Ἰω(άννου) [καὶ] τοῦ Τε[σσα]ρα(κοντα)πήχ(υ) κῦρ 

Κωνσταντίνου, Lavra, vol. 1, p. 349, no. 67, ll. 1–3; τ(ῶν) μεγ(α)λ(ο)δοξοτ(ά)τ(ων) 

(πρωτο)νω(βελλισι)μ(οϋπερ)τ(ά)τ(ων) καὶ κριτ(ῶν) τοῦ βήλου [...] τοῦ Τεσσαρα(κον)ταπήχ(υ) κῦρ 

Κων(σταντίνου), idem, p. 353, no. 67, ll. 92–95; τ(ῶν) μεγ(α)λ(ο)δοξοτ(ά)τ(ων) 

(πρωτο)νω(βελλισι)μ(οϋπερ)τ(ά)τ(ων) καὶ κριτῶν τοῦ βήλου [...] τοῦ Τεσσαρακ(ον)τ(α)πήχ(υ) κῦρ 

Κων(σταντί)ν(ου), idem, p. 355, no. 68, ll. 1–4. 
369 On the judges of the velum, see Gkoutzioukostas, Η απονομή δικαιοσύνης, pp. 119–81. 
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administrative activity as references not only to officeholding in general, but precisely to 

civil service. The problem of military and civil charges raises the question of branches, and 

the branches lead to the issue of extent of the lineage in the Komnenian era. 

It is worth noting too that the known Tessarakontapecheis in the twelfth century show a 

relatively great variance of first names without repetition. Due to the restricted Byzantine 

custom of name giving that the sons inherited the names of grandfathers and uncles, this 

tendency indicates two options. The first is that the majority of the known members repre-

sents two generations at the most. The second option indicates a rather large family produc-

ing a great variation of names and the lack of information about a member who inherited the 

name of his paternal grandfather. In truth, a mixture of both possibilities can be taken into 

account too. The great variation of first names, regardless of the aforementioned options, 

indicates that the Tessarakontapecheis successfully maintained their position in the admin-

istration and the élite. The success of this family was probably based on the reputation of 

their ancient ancestry. 

When we take prestige into account, it is important to consider the nature of a specific 

family’s reputation. In the case of the Tessarakontapecheis, we have a vague evidence of the 

characteristics of their fame. Still it is more than that of other numerous families in the sec-

ond-tier élite. In his letter, Choniates gives some remarks on George Tessarakontapechys’ 

kin, and he suggests a long tradition. However, he stresses the officeholding and mental 

dignity, dealing with the family. The lack of reference to the military virtues may be related 

to the metropolitan’s disinterest in such merits on the one hand.370 The narrative context 

treating the activities of the addressee, a civil bureaucrat, easily leads to the ignorance of 

warlike values on the other. Therefore, our views on the reputation of the Tessara-

kontapecheis should carefully depend on the opinions of Choniates. 

3. 6 A comparative analysis of families 

The detailed analyses of the five families served the exploration of large-scale tenden-

cies. The long twelfth century included changes in the government and society along with 

persistent social and political frames. Nevertheless, the analysis of the five houses can pro-

vide us with distorted results due to the nature of the selection. All the selected families 

represented the Constantinopolitan élite and were primarily connected to the civil admin-

istration of the period. This is one of the reasons why I decided to compare the houses 

                                                             
370 For a more detailed analysis of Michael Choniates’ political attitude, see the subchapter 6.3. 
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intensively studied in this chapter with other ones examined by other scholars. This subchap-

ter focuses on several questions such as the progression of the families, the relations between 

the houses, and the factors that determined the political and social positions. 

The general progression of the second-tier élite is one of the most interesting questions 

in the study of this stratum. It may show clearly how the political frames, the extended family 

government affected those families, which were excluded from the privileged circle of im-

perial kin. There has been the idea for decades that the second-tier élite was subjected to a 

general decline in a longer term.371 Several family histories confirm this argument and Mag-

dalino supports his argument with other reasonable points. He mentions some factors, such 

as the fragmentation of property by inheritance, that definitely placed burden on the mem-

bers of the second-tier élite. Does the investigation on the selected houses confirm or chal-

lenge this theory of general degeneration? The Akropolitai were a relatively old family with 

Constantinopolitan origins who did not reach the higher echelons of the bureaucracy neither 

in the eleventh nor in the twelfth century. Their positions appear stable at the lower levels of 

the administration nonetheless. The Aristenoi emerged from humbleness in the early elev-

enth century. They probably took advantage of the renewal of urban culture. They definitely 

reach their apogee in the Komnenian period. The Pantechnai appears in the sources in the 

late eleventh century, thus their rising is almost related to the ascension of the Komnenian 

dynasty. They managed a considerable but gradual development in the hierarchy until the 

reign of Alexios II. The Pepagomenoi did not hold any higher offices of the civil administra-

tion, but some of them built close connections to the emperors. These ties mainly relied upon 

the physical closeness to the head of the empire. The Tessarakontapecheis were one of the 

oldest families in the Byzantine élite. They had a long military tradition before the Komne-

nian era and they maintained their connection to the army until the twelfth century. Through-

out the twelfth century, civil offices were the Tessarakontapecheis’ main interest. According 

to the sources, the Tessarakontapecheis reached the peak of their reputation under Manuel I 

when one member received the title of sebastos. None of these families experienced a grad-

ual decline throughout the period. Most of them managed to develop and rose to their climax 

at different times in the twelfth century without entering the leading élite. These families 

represent only a small part of the second-tier élite nonetheless. 

Other families of this stratum also need attention in this analysis. The second-tier élite 

included a wide range of individuals with various political and social ranks and was a 

                                                             
371 Magdalino, Empire, pp. 188–89. 
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heterogenous social group in terms of the origins of the houses. Thus, it is beneficial to 

briefly observe other families, which have been the focus of other studies. The Skleroi are 

attested in the sources throughout the entire period, yet we have little information about their 

exact situation after the death of Alexios I. The lack of reference to their offices suggests 

low ranks in the twelfth century nevertheless. In this case, they experienced a considerable 

decline.372 The Basilakai reached important ranks in the army until the early twelfth century. 

The signs of decline already appeared in the late eleventh century according to the testimony 

of Mary Basilakaina and her siblings. It is well known that Nikephoros Basilakes the 

Younger left the military service for intellectual activities.373 This clearly shows that the 

possibilities of his family decreased in the army in the reigns of Alexios I and John II.374 The 

Opoi primarily served in the army and took charges in the military administration in the 

eleventh and twelfth centuries. They seemingly played an important role even in the reigns 

of John II and Manuel I without any evidence of kinship between the family and the imperial 

dynasty.375 The Anzades belonged to those families, which never reached the higher levels 

of the government throughout their known history. Unfortunately, all information on their 

positions comes only from the eleventh century. The considerable sigillary evidence of the 

Anzades from the twelfth century remains silent about both the offices and the titles. Still, 

Seibt and Nesbitt opine within reason that the Anzades had a relatively stable position in the 

lower echelons of administration.376 It is worth mentioning that Seibt and Nesbitt ignore the 

Monk Basil Anzas orphanotrophos who is mentioned in a lysis of Manuel I in 1171.377 The 

Krateroi were in a similar situation in the twelfth century, although they had a significantly 

longer and more distinguished ancestry.378 The Kastamonitai and the Xeroi had a good rep-

utation in the first half of Alexios I’s reign. The former family flourished in the army, while 

the latter one rather in the civil bureaucracy. Both houses seemingly lost their prestige in the 

                                                             
372 Werner Seibt, Die Skleroi: Eine prosopographisch-sigillographische Studie (Vienna, 1976), pp. 93–111. 
373 Basilakes, Orations, p. 74, ll. 3–10, no. 3, ch. 38. 
374 Alexander Kazhdan, Армяне в составе господствующето класса византийской в XI–XII вв. (Yerevan, 

1975), pp. 103–6. 
375 Stavros G. Georgiou, ‘A contribution to the Study of Byzantine Prosopography: The Byzantine Family of 

Opoi’, Byzantion, 78 (2008), pp. 224–38, especially pp. 231–37; idem, ‘The Byzantine Family of Opoi: Ad-

denda et corrigenda’, Byzantion, 83 (2013), 103–11. 
376 Werner Seibt and John Nesbitt, ‘The Anzas Family: Members of the Byzantine Civil Establishment in the 

Eleventh Twelfth, and Thirteenth Centuries’, DOP, 67 (2013), pp. 189–207. 
377 Nicolas Svoronos, ‘Les privilèges de l’église à l’époque des Comnènes : un rescrit inédit de Manuel Ier 

Comnène’, TM, 1 (1965), p. 326. Magdalino, ‘Innovations’, p. 159 n. 49 also refers to Basil Anzas, but ques-

tions the date given by Svoronos. Seibt and Nesbitt record several Basils among the Anzades (Seibt and Nesbitt, 

‘Anzas Family’, pp. 201, 204–5, nos. 19, 27, 32), but there is no clear evidence of their identity with the 

orphanotrophos. On the orphanotrophos, see pages 121–22. 
378 Jean-Claude Cheynet, ‘Une famille méconnue : les Kratéroi’, RÉB, 59 (2001), pp. 225–38, especially pp. 

232–33. 
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imperial court due to involvement in the Anemas conspiracy around 1100. They were in a 

marginal position under the Komnenoi, but rose to higher ranks again in the reign of the 

Angeloi.379 These examples confirm the picture indicated by the investigation on the five 

families. The Anzades particularly show a similar way by Basil orphanotrophos who 

reached a position considerably superior to those of his kinsfolk. The houses of the second-

tier élite show different ways of social mobility, primarily inside the stratum. There is no 

evidence that the families in this social group sustained a general decline throughout the 

period. There were several houses that gradually lost their positions in the government. How-

ever, their histories represent individual cases, and are related to the own abilities of these 

families and their members, or rather inabilities, to maintain their social status. The study of 

the families also shows that the various tendencies of social mobility presents only a part of 

the problem. 

The stability of political and social position is another important question. It has been 

mentioned that several members of the new Komnenian second-tier élite were able to reach 

significant positions in the government. The real difference between the two strata of the 

Byzantine élite was the ability of the families to maintain their positions. The cases of the 

Aristenoi, the Pantechnai, the Kastamonitai and the Xeroi demonstrate that none of the fam-

ilies of the Komnenian second-tier élite were able to retain their reputation and influence at 

a high level in the court and the administration for a period longer than one generation. Con-

versely, the great houses related to the imperial dynasty managed to hold their importance 

for a longer time. This inability of the Komnenian second-tier élite mainly occurs in im-

portant positions due to more intensive competition. This characteristic leads to the idea that 

the main factor of distinction between the two strata of the Byzantine élite was the kinship 

to the imperial family instead of the offices. 

Kinship between the families of the second-tier élite is an interesting problem of re-

search. The relations and intermarriages among the houses of the leading élite is a well-

studied area.380 The kinship ties inside the second-tier élite have received less attention how-

ever. One of the reasons for the moderate interest is the paucity of evidence for this kind of 

relations at the lower levels of the ruling stratum. We have still interesting examples of 

                                                             
379 Alexandra-Kyriaki Wassiliou-Seibt, ‘Die Träger des Familiennamens Kastamonites im 11. Jahrhundert. 

Eine prosopographische Studie’, Numismatica, Sphragistica and Epigraphica, 5 (2009), pp. 223–33, especially 

pp. 225–32; Vasiles Katsaros, Ιωάννης Κασταμονίτης συμβολή στη μελέτη του βίου, του έργου και της εποχής 

(Thessaloniki, 1988); Jean-Claude Cheynet, ‘Les Xèroi, administrateurs de l’Empire’, SBS, 11 (2011), pp. 19–

34. 
380 An extensive and detailed analysis of the genealogy of the Komnenoi and the first-tier élite is given by 

Konstantinos Varzos, Ἡ γενεαλογία τῶν Κομνηνῶν, 2 vols. (Thessalonike, 1984). 
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marriages and other ties. Anna Skleraina was probably married to Elias Bourtzes phylax 

sometime in the twelfth century.381 George Skylitzes, possibly the acclaimed poet, married 

Anna Eugeneiotissa.382 Niketas Choniates was the brother-in-law of John and Michael Belis-

sariotes.383 The Hephaistoi (the family of Theophylact of Ochrid) had intermarriage with the 

Tornikai.384 These cases give a complicated picture about the family politics of the second-

tier élite. Several examples (Bourtzes, Skylitzes and Choniates) imply that marriages were 

proposed between families of similar reputation. However, the alliance of the Hephaistoi and 

the Tornikai demonstrates ties between houses with different background. Such marriages 

can indicate a decline of the social position of the more distinguished family. Nonetheless, 

Tornikai’s relations to the Hephaistoi and their effects are intricate. The marriage of Anna 

Skleraina and Elias Bourtzes implies that the decline of the Skleroi began only in the second 

half of twelfth century. It is worth noting that the five families that were the focus of this 

chapter do not give any clear evidence for this problem. However, it is interesting that the 

Pantechnai had close connections to two houses, the Hephaistoi and the Tornikai, which had 

kinship with one another, for more generations.385 The problem of kinship among the fami-

lies of the second-tier élite may deserve a broader investigation. However, the fragmented 

evidence still remains a great constraint. 

The detection of kinship between the members of a given family causes another prob-

lem. We know numerous representatives of several families in the second-tier élite, yet there 

is significantly less information about the exact relations between the kinsmen, kinswomen. 

John and Michael Pantechnes, father and son, are among the few exceptions. George Tor-

nikes informs us about his two brothers, Demetrios and Leo. Furthermore, one cannot forget 

the cases of the Choniates and the Belissariotes brothers. A less direct evidence suggests 

fathers and sons behind the repetition of names, John and Leo, among the Pepagomenoi. 

Without any proof of the grade of kinship, only the combination of names in a given family 

can give opportunity for presumptions. The Akropolitai, the Aristenoi, the Pantechnai were 

apparently able to provide more than one member with a position in the administration 

                                                             
381 Marcianus 524, pt. 2, p. 154–55, no. 260. The unintelligible word Βουστροφύλακος in Lampros’ edition is 

corrected to Βούρτζη φύλακος by Cheynet and Vannier, Études, pp. 52–53 and to Καστροφύλακος by Seibt, 

Skleroi, p. 108. Cheynet’s interpretation appears more plausible. 
382 Marcianus 524, pt. 2, p. 152, no. 249. For several notes on this poem, see Andreas Rhoby, ‘Zur Identifizier-

ung von bekannten Autoren im Codex Marcianus graecus 524’, MEG, 10 (2010), p. 186. 
383 Choniates, Orations and Letters, p. 158, ll. 19–20. 
384 Theophylact, Letters, p. 529, no. 109, ll. 11–13; Tornikes, Letters, pp. 25–28. 
385 Theophylact of Ochrid had good relations to Michael Pantechnes, the imperial physician, and his father. 

George Tornikes, a grandnephew of Theophylact, was a friend of John and Theodore Pantechnes. See pages 

76–77, 79–81. 
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simultaneously. One can assume furthermore that the source material only preserved a part 

of such situations. It is not surprising that the second-tier élite did not restrict the number of 

children despite its political and economical instability. However, we should add that large 

family could benefit the members of the stratum. The bigger family could increase the den-

sity of the connections with other houses and thus, it might have strengthened the political 

and social position. Due to the nature of the élite and the Byzantine government, influence 

in the administration was more important than the unity of the patrimony even in the Kom-

nenian period. However, this family policy did not result in a great spread of families in a 

longer term according to the sources. There could be many reasons for this discrepancy: the 

decline of several branches, early death, childlessness or monastic life of some descendants. 

The analysis of the families revealed some characteristics of the second-tier élite. These 

were tendencies, which now demonstrate the effects of the political circumstances. They also 

show the development of the stratum and the changes in its position in the Byzantine society. 

The histories of the families indicate that the regime still provided opportunies for the sec-

ond-tier élite to gain some significant offices throughout the period even without ascension 

into the leading élite. The position of the stratum as a whole was rather stable in the twelfth 

century. Instability occurred among the houses of the second-tier élite, especially among the 

prominent ones, instead. Unfortunately, the investigation on the families does not completely 

answers the important questions of family politics in the social group. Individual and sepa-

rated cases of marriages are known, but their impact on entire families is ambiguous. The 

study of the individual level may reveal more about the effects of family politics in the fol-

lowing chapter. 
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4 Individuals in the Byzantine élite 

The analysis of the personal level is an important part of the investigation on the second-

tier élite. The previous chapter dealt with numerous individuals, but the main focus was on 

the tendencies, which concerned the position of whole families in the stratum. Ancestry and 

family become the background in this chapter however. This part of the thesis focuses on 

three individuals with several restrictions. Firstly, the main factor of the selection is a spe-

cific phenomenon, which is related to all three cases. It is the titles of dependence, anthropos, 

doulos and oikeios that were held by the bureaucrats in question. These designations were 

the semi-official affirmations of special ties between a powerful individual and a member of 

his retinue. The special interest in this particular element provides the fine opportunity for a 

comparison between different agents in the bureaucracy. Secondly, two of the three selected 

individuals had flourished in the early Komnenian period, before the old second-tier élite 

transformed into the Komnenian one. The reason for this choice is that these bureaucrats in 

the earlier examples built careers, which show similarities to the progression of the officials 

in the Komnenian second-tier élite later. Thirdly, this chapter does not give complete biog-

raphies or a description of whole careers, since neither the evidence nor the interests of this 

section support this kind of efforts. This chapter seeks to reveal the personal opportunities 

and strategies of the individuals to build their careers in the administration. It also has a 

special interest in the analysis of the relation between the titles of dependence and the pro-

gression of the officials. 

4. 1 John Melidones and Thessalonike 

This subchapter deals with those connections and networks which worked out of the 

official hierarchy of the administration and helped officials belonging to the second-tier élite 

to build their careers. Personal ties were very important for both the superior individuals and 

the subordinates. Still, the career of a bureaucrat who reached a lower rank depended on 

which network built around an individual of higher status he joined. Furthermore, connec-

tions to various regional networks were of considerable importance. The focus of this sub-

chapter is John Melidones, about whom charters of the Athonite monasteries, Iviron and 

Docheiariou give some information for a period almost identical with the rule of Alexios I. 

John Melidones was a civil official, whose career and connections with several agents and 
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social groups reveal some characteristics of the lower bureaucracy in the early Komnenian 

period. 

John Melidones is first mentioned in a charter issued by Theodoulos, the bishop of 

Ezeba, to the Athonite monks of Iviron in 1085. The charter determined the dispute between 

the bishopric of Ezeba and Iviron on the ownership of the Spelaiou monastery, a mill, a 

vineyard and other estates.386 The bishopric asked the Caesar Nikephoros Melissenos for 

judgement, although he was not able to make a decision himself. Thus, John Melidones, 

together with Stephen Chrysodaktylos, was sent to inquire the affair and to adjudge.387 The 

geographical aspects of the dispute meant that Melidones got connection with the vicinity of 

Thessalonike during the investigation at latest. 

What makes this affair interesting for the analysis is the offices held by Melidones. Ac-

cording to the charter, he was judge of the Hippodrome and megas oikonomos of the Con-

stantinopolitan Oikoproasteion Monastery, which offices highly connected him to the capi-

tal.388 Leonora Neville states that Byzantine administration had some flexibility in regard to 

the appointment of functions and duties.389 Andreas Gkoutzioukostas revealed however that 

it was a custom to send the judges of the Hippodrome to provincial affairs.390 Melidones’ 

attendance at a provincial affair did not harm the system, but conformed to the mechanism 

of Byzantine government. The dispute needed a careful investigation that Nikephoros Melis-

senos was not able to make, and this caused the invitation of other judges whether they were 

local or ‘outdoor’ officials. 

However, the question remains of how John Melidones got involved in a provincial 

dispute. The main factor can be revealed by means of a title, which shows personal ties 

between Melidones and Melissenos and informal connections out of the official hierarchy of 

the government. This title is the anthropos, which showed that its bearer is ‘the man of’ an 

individual with higher reputation, and was similar to the oikeios and doulos.391 Beside the 

                                                             
386 Iviron, vol. 2, pp. 141–150, no. 43. 
387 Iviron, vol. 2, pp. 146, no. 43, ll. 13–14. 
388 Iviron, vol. 2, pp. 146, 149, no. 43, ll. 14, 59. It is interesting that there is no mention of Chrysodaktylos’ 

office, only his titles were recorded: idem, pp. 146, 149, no. 43, ll. 13–14, 58. 
389 Neville, Authority, pp. 20, 34–38. 
390 Andreas Gkoutzioukostas, ‘Judges of the Velum and Judges of the Hippodrome in Thessalonike (11th c.)’, 

Byz. Sym., 20 (2010), pp. 67–83. 
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offices and court titles of John Melidones and Stephen Chrysodaktylos, the charter of The-

odoulos mentions that they were ‘the men of our master and Nikephoros Melissenos cae-

sar’.392 The judges sent from Constantinople were chosen for the investigation due to their 

close connections to the caesar. This case indicates how personal ties were important be-

tween officials serving the different institutions or segments of government. 

Another document shows that Melidones had economic interests near Thessalonike, 

which strengthened his relation with this region. Economic interests, especially landed prop-

erty, could give a more stable and enduring connection with the local society. John Komne-

nos, the doux of Thessalonike issued a praktikon recording all estates of Iviron monastery in 

1104 (after Melissenos’ death), which mentions the lands of Melidones: 

‘Distinctly defined fields of 300 modioi are found in the locality of Galykos near 

Bramodilon, lying at the border of the lands of Demetrios Margarites koubouklesios 

and libelesios recently possessed by John Melidones proedros, which fields have 

such a description: the possession of Melidones proedros lies in the west, the middle 

road driving from Michalitzes to Thessalonike in the north, another road driving 

from Kleidion to Thessalonike in the south, and the crossing of the two roads on 

the east. After we measured and acknowledged these fields, we have given them to 

the monks. And these <are> the properties out of the town of Thessalonike.’393 

It is worth noting that this document focuses on the property of Iviron, revealing only the 

extent of the monastic lands and missing the measurement of the neighbouring estates. Thus, 

the scale of Melidones’ estate remains in obscurity. Furthermore, we do not know whether 

it was his only landed property, since most of the domains of Byzantine landlords did not 

form unified clusters of lands.394 They lay dispersed across the empire instead. Thus, we are 

not closer to determine Melidones’ wealth, however the fact of his landed property is crucial.  

                                                             
392 Iviron, vol. 2, p. 146, no. 43, l. 14. 
393 Εὑρέθη(σ)αν (καὶ) κ(α)τ(ὰ) τὴν τοποθεσίαν τοῦ Γαλυκοῦ πλη(σί)ον τοῦ Βραμοδίλ(ου) χ(ωρά)φ(ι)α 

ἰδιοπεριόριστα μοδ(ίων) τριακοσίων ὄντ(ων) ἀπὸ τοῦ περιορισμοῦ τῶν τοπίων Δημητρ(ί)ου κουβουκλεισ(ί)ου 

(καὶ) λιβελησίου τοῦ Μαργαρίτη, τῶν δεσποζομ(έν)ων νῦν παρὰ Ἰω(άνν)ου προέδρου τοῦ Μελιδόνη, ἔχοντα 

σκιαγραφίαν τοιάνδε˙ ἐκ μὲν δύσεως ἐστὶν ἡ αὐτὴ δεσποτείατοῦ Μελιδόνη προέδρου, ἐξ ἄρκτου ἡ μεσαία 

ὁδὸς ἡ ἀπὸ τοῦ Μιχαηλίτζη πρὸς Θεσσαλονίκην ἀπάγουσα, ἐκ με(σημβρ)ί(ας) ἡ ἑτέρα ὁδος ἡ ἀπὸ τοῦ Κλειδίου 

πρὸ(ς) Θεσσαλονίκην ἄγουσα, ἐκ δὲ ἀνατολὰς ἡ μίξις τὢν δύο τούτ(ων) ὁδῶν˙ ἅτινα δὴ χ(ωρά)φ(ι)α τῶν 

τριακοσί(ων) μοδ(ίων) μετρήσαντες (καὶ) συνοράσαντ(ες) τοῖς μοναχ(οῖς) παρεδώκαμεν. (Καὶ) τὰ μὲν ἐκτὸ(ς) 

τῆς Θεσσαλονίκης τοῦ κάστρου ταῦτα, Iviron, vol. 2, p. 237, no. 52, ll. 321–25. 
394 However, evidence from a later period indicates the attempt of landlords to build unified landed property: 

Paul Magdalino, ‘The Byzantine Aristocratic Oikos’, in Byzantine Aristocracy, pp. 99–100. 



106 
 

It is important to inquire how Melidones acquired his estate. This information could 

help the reconstruction of his career and social background. The praktikon of John Komne-

nos states that Melidones succeeded Demetrios Margarites in lordship, whose name appears 

only in this charter, yet he was possibly an official in the church of Thessalonike.395 This 

part implies that the estate was possessed by another individual in the time of a former record 

of possession, possibly a part of the so-called kodix, the cadastre of all cultivated lands in 

the empire.396 Another solution could be that the praktikon got the record on Maragarites 

directly from the document, which authorised the acquisition of the aforementioned fields 

by the monastery. Our knowledge of Margarites is a key point of the research, although it 

still helps hypotheses rather than real answer. 

It is plausible that Melidones received his estate from Nikephoros Melissenos as a re-

ward for his earlier services. Melissenos was the semi-official governor of Thessalonike for 

a while, and he had the right to grant lands to anyone in the territory under his authority. 

Another charter records that the caesar adopted this way of rewarding as he gave an estate 

to one of his relatives, Samuel Bourtzes, and this donation was later confirmed by the em-

peror too.397 John Melidones did not have kinship ties with Melissenos, but had personal ties 

as ‘the man of the caesar’, and he probably was a useful man of the emperor’s brother-in-

law. Thus, Melidones could deserve the donation of an estate near Thessalonike. 

Melidones developed close connections to the local élite of Thessalonike through his 

relation with Melissenos. Furthermore, this relation apparently persisted after the death of 

the caesar. His estate near Thessalonike was probably a factor that helped him to maintain 

a relatively lasting interaction with the local society. He appears as a protokouropalates and 

judge in a charter, which is the sale contract between Eudokia and the Docheiariou monas-

tery on her dotal estates near Thessalonike in 1112.398 Melidones is mentioned here as a 

judge and a member of a council inquiring the legality of the sale. The council was full of 

representatives of the local élite that indicates Melidones’ reputation in Thessalonike.  

The mention of Melidones’ office in Eudokia’s charter gives an equivocal reference. 

Either Melidones could have remained a member of the judicial council of the Hippodrome 

                                                             
395 Iviron, vol. 2, p. 237, no. 52, ll. 322–23. We know further two individuals, who simultaneously held the 

offices kouboukleisios and libellesios. They were Nicholas in 982 (Iviron, vol. 1, p. 129, no. 4, l. 79) and 

Stephen Argyros in 1097 (Lavra, vol. 1, p. 278, no. 53, l. 42). Both of them were related to Thessalonike 

through their offices. 
396 This part of the kodix was called isokodikon in Byzantium. The most famous example of the isokodikoi was 

the so-called Theban cadaster: Nicolas Svoronos, ‘Recherches sur le cadastre byzantin et la fiscalité aux XIe et 

XIIe siècles : le cadastre de Thèbes’, BCH, 83/1 (1959), pp. 1–145. 
397 This donation is studied in more details in subchapter 5. 3. 
398 Docheiariou, pp. 68, 72, no. 3, ll. 13, 71–72. The sales contract is analysed in details in the subchapter 5. 2. 
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or could have become an administrator of a province. The word krites was not an attributive 

given for his judicial duty during the assembly, since he had no special role then according 

to the document.399 Therefore, it was his real office. Since Andronikos Doukas was the civil 

and military governor of Thessalonike and Serres, as doux and praetor at that time, Mel-

idones cannot have been the judge of Thessalonike nevertheless.400 Furthermore, his dignity 

indicates he was not a modest provincial bureaucrat, but he held a more considerable office 

such as the judge of the Hippodrome in Constantinople. His participation in the investiga-

tion, therefore, was accidental, and its goal was to increase the significance of the council.  

After the reconstruction of John Melidones’ career, it is also important to place his suc-

cesses into a social environment. The main question was whether he had an origin from 

Thessalonike, Constantinople or another region. There are two factors that oppose the first 

option. Firstly, Melidones appears as a reliable member of Melissenos’ retinue some years 

after the appointment of the caesar to the administration of Thessalonike. This seems a less 

likely situation for an individual who belonged to the local élite of a province. Melissenos 

probably spent a considerable time in the capital instead of Thessalonike. Only those could 

hope for recognition and favour who accompanied him in Constantinople for a long period. 

Thus, it was more plausible that Melidones built a connection with Thessalonike through his 

service under Melissenos. Secondly, the only known landed property of Melidones was 

clearly a new acquisition, and it was related to the government of the caesar in the district. 

Of course, Melidones could have provincial origins, yet his offices suggest Constantinopoli-

tan education. Thus, his career was primarily connected to the capital. Beside his origin, 

Melidones’ progression in the administration is also an important question. His dignities 

seem higher and higher at first sight, yet they steadily lost their values from the middle of 

the eleventh century and this progress did not come to an end under Alexios I. This indicates 

that Melidones may not have achieved a massive rise in the hierarchy, but he at least kept 

his rank for many years. 

John Melidones was able to build a stable career due to his connection with Nikephoros 

Melissenos, however he seemingly could not rise above the rank of the judge of the 

                                                             
399 The document tells that Melidones was the leading inquirer during the audition of Eudokia, but the decision 

was officially made by a council of local dignitaries. Furthermore, the decree was issued by Elpidios Chandre-

nos logariastes. See subchapter 5. 2. 
400 Docheiariou, pp. 67–68, no. 3, ll. 10, 16. Before the Komnenian period and in the early years of Alexios I’s 

reign, the civil administration of the themes of Boleron, Strymon and Thessalonike was under the authority of 

judges and, later, that of a common krites: A. Gkoutzioukostas, ‘Judges’, pp. 67–68. By the second half of 

Alexios’ rule, the civil and military governments of these provinces were apparently united in the hands of a 

doux as in the majority of the empire: Hélène Glykatzi-Ahrweiler, ‘Recherches sur l’administration de l’empire 

byzantin aux IX–XIème siècles’, BCH, 84/1 (1960), pp. 61–64. 
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Hippodrome. Many questions about Melidones’ career are still open, and his family back-

ground is entirely obscure. It is difficult, if not unreasoned, to determine which substratum 

of the second-tier élite he belonged to not only for the narrowness of source material, but for 

his close relation to the élites of Thessalonike and Constantinople. Nevertheless, this study 

of John Melidones’ career provides useful additions to the history of Komnenian government 

and elite structures. 

4. 2 The man of Alexios I: Constantine Choirosphaktes 

Constantine Choirosphaktes was an interesting figure of the early Komnenian period. 

He appears in enough sources for a reconstruction of his career. However, he was never 

considered among the most influential individuals during the reign of Alexios I. This is the 

kind of situations, which is the main interest of the research. It is important to note that 

Choirosphaktes represents a period, when the Komnenian second-tier élite had not devel-

oped yet. It is also a question, to which strata Constantine belonged in the old élite. Never-

theless, he is connected to several phenomena and features that marked the Komnenian sec-

ond-tier élite later. 

Constantine Choirosphaktes was a descendant of an old family of the Byzantine élite. 

The history of the family can be traced from the ninth century. The sources suggest that the 

Choirosphaktai came from the theme of Hellas or the Peloponnese.401 The family apparently 

had connections with both the civil and the military administrations. The first known mem-

ber of the family, Leo Choirosphaktes, built a successful career in the imperial court in the 

reigns of Michael III, Basil I and Leo VI. He was also a famous intellectual of his time who 

supported the absolutism of imperial power.402 Numerous members of the family are known 

from the late tenth and the eleventh centuries. I would only mention two of them by name 

here. Michael Choirosphaktes was a powerful local landlord at Lakedaimon in the time of 

Saint Nikon the Metanoite.403 Around 1030, Leo Choirosphaktes was the archon of the 

exkoubitoi, one of the imperial guards at that time. Other members of the family held various 

offices throughout the century: strategoi, judges in the capital and the provinces, court 

                                                             
401 Georges Kolias, Léon Choerosphactès magistre, proconsul et patrice. Biographie—correspondence (texte 

et traduction) (Athens, 1939), pp. 16–17. Kolias relates the success of the Choirosphaktai to a more general 

tendency of the rise of families originating from the Greek mainland. This phenomenon was probably con-

nected to the reign of Irene who relied on the houses from this region. Consequently, the social ascension of 

Choirosphaktai can be compared to the emergence of the Tessarakontapecheis. 
402 G. Kolias, Choerosphactès, pp. 19–73; Paul Magdalino, ‘In Search of the Byzantine Courtier: Leo Choiro-

sphaktes and Constantine Manasses’, in Maguire (ed.), Court Culture, pp. 146–61. 
403 The Life of Saint Nikon, pp. 195–207. 
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bureaucrats.404 It is worth noting that we know several contemporary relatives of Constantine 

Choirosphaktes. The only problem is that most of them are preserved in the sources without 

titles and offices.405 There is one exception, Basil Choirosphaktes proedros who was a log-

ariastes and the ‘servant’ of John Komnenos in 1103.406 It is important to note that the evi-

dence of the family becomes highly fragmental after the generation of Constantine.407 There 

is one more factor that needs attention here. According to Nikephoros Bryennios, Constan-

tine was a kinsman of Nikephoros III Botaneiates by marriage.408 The evidence thus shows 

that the Choirosphaktai were a powerful and successful house before Constantine. They were 

able to build kinship with the imperial family sometimes. It is also interesting that they at-

tempted to maintain strong connections to both the army and the civil bureaucracy for a 

considerable time. However, the civil way seemingly became more successful by the second 

half of eleventh century. These factors definitely determined Constantine career. 

Constantine’s career began in the reign of Nikephoros III. A source suggests that he was 

a prominent figure in the government in those years. Bryennios informs us that Choirosphak-

tes was sent by Nikephoros III to the rebelling Nikephoros Bryennios the Older together 

with Straboromanos as an ambassador. The historian and soldier praises Constantine as a 

clever, learned and decent official.409 It is a question whether Choirosphaktes proved these 

abilities in his early years or Bryennios mentioned them as retrospective remarks on Con-

stantine’s whole career. Nevertheless, it is worth noting that all these characteristics, intelli-

gence, education and prudence, were primarily civil and meritocratic virtues. Furthermore, 

Bryennios refers to Choirosphaktes’ kinship with Nikephoros III, but not to the fame of the 

paternal ancestry. 

Constantine progressed rapidly in the early years of the Komnenian regime. This is in-

teresting due to the fact that he was a favoured by the emperor who was overthrown by the 

Komnenoi. A document of the trial of John Italos mentions Choirosphaktes as protoproedros 

and protonotarios (first notary) of the post (dromos) in 1082.410 This is the earliest infor-

mation about him from the reign of Alexios I. In 1083, Constantine was sent by the emperor 

to an embassy to the Holy Roman emperor, Henry IV. Anna Komnene gives a detailed ac-

count about this event, and she calls Choirosphaktes protoproedros and the leader of the 

                                                             
404 Jean-Claude Cheynet, ‘Les Choirosphaktai’, SBS, 11 (2012), pp. 93–102. 
405 Cheynet, ‘Choirosphaktai’, pp. 106–8. 
406 Iviron, vol. 2, p. 211, no. 51, l. 133. 
407 Cheynet, ‘Choirosphaktai’, pp. 109–10. 
408 Bryennios, pp. 261–63, 4. 2. 
409 Bryennios, p. 261, 4. 2. 
410 Gouillard, ‘Procès official’, p. 145. 
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dignities (katepano ton axiomaton).411 He became one of the major judges as epi ton deeseon 

by 1088, when he was involved in imperial donations of fiscal exemption to the Monastery 

of Saint John the Theologian on Patmos. He was ‘the man of the emperor’ according to the 

two documents of the grant.412 These examples show that he considerably rose from subor-

dinate position to one of the most important civil offices in few years. His duty first known 

from this period suggests much about his situation at the moment of the main political 

change. His post as protonotarios seems inferior to his political position under the former 

emperor, Nikephoros III. The title protoproedros, which was still a notable dignitary in the 

first years of Alexios I, also implies that he was situated in a less favourable milieu for a 

short time after the ascension of the Komnenian dynasty. However, his attendance on the 

trial of Italos suggest that he began to recover his reputation in the court by that time. Con-

sidering these circumstances, his emergence in the hierarchy of the administration appears 

even more remarkable. 

Constantine’s progression raises questions in the last decade of the eleventh century. 

The chronology of his appointment is uncertain in these years. He attended the council of 

Blachernai in 1094, when he bore the honorific title of kouropalates.413 Cheynet presumes 

that Choirosphaktes was not designated to any office at the time of the synod.414 Two types 

of seal testify that he was a praetor, and one of them defines the subordinated theme, Hellas 

and Peloponnese.415 The other seal only testifies Constantine’s governorship without the ter-

ritory. Thus, it is a question whether the bulla was issued during his charge in Hellas and 

Peloponnese or not. It is even more interesting what his appointment to a province meant to 

his career. The praetor was slightly inferior to his former office, epi ton deeseon. The differ-

ence between the two position was not only their significance in the administration. The 

                                                             
411 Alexiad, vol. 1, pp. 112–23, 3. 10. 2–5. The katepano ton (basilikon) axiomaton was a curious dignity, it 

was probably a variant of the older epi ton basilikon (or protospatharios/katepano ton basilikon): DOS, vol. 3, 

p. 58; Nicholas Oikonomidès, Les listes de préséance byzantines des IXe et Xe siècles (Paris, 1972), p. 328. It 

is worth noting that Nesbitt and Oikonomides assume a certain Constantine protospatharios and katepano of 

dignities identical with Constantine Choirosphaktes. The former individual is known from a lead seal dated to 

the eleventh century: obv.: Κ(ύριε) β(οή)θ(ει) τῷ σῷ δού(λῳ) Κων(σταντίνῳ) (πρωτο)σπαθ(αρίῳ) ἐπὶ τοῦ 
Χρ(υσο)(τρι)κ(λίνου), rev.: κατεπ(άνω) τῶν β(ασιλικῶν) ἀξιωμάτ(ων) (καὶ) κρ(ι)τ(ῇ) τοῦ Ὀψηκίου, DOS, vol. 

3, pp. 58–59, no. 39. 9. It is generally believed that the seal was issued decades before the ascension of the 

Komnenian dynasty. Cheynet rejects the identification due to the chronological distance between the sealer 

and Constantine Choirosphaktes’ proven service as the katepano of dignitaries: Cheynet, ‘Choirosphaktai’, p. 

101. 
412 Patmos, vol. 1, p. 337, no. 48, l. 188; p. 343, no. 49, l. 255. 
413 Blachernai, p. 218. 
414 Cheynet, ‘Choirosphaktai’, pp. 102–3. 
415 Obv.: Ἑ[λλ]άς [μ]ε καὶ Πέλοπο[ς] ἡ νῆσος δέχου, rev.: Κων[σ]ταντῖνον πρ[αί]τωρα τὸν Χοιροσφάκτην, 

Wassiliou-Seibt, Corpus, vol. 1, p. 332, no. 733. There is no iconography, since both sides are filled with 

inscription. Obv.: Χ(ριστ)ὲ βοηθὸς ἐν λόγοις ἐν πρακτέοις, rev.: Κων(ασταντίνῳ) πραίτωρι τῷ Χοιροσφάκτῃ, 

Laurent, Bulles métriques, p. 243, no. 738. There is no iconography, since both sides are filled with inscription. 
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closeness to the emperor was even a more important factor of the value of these posts. The 

epi ton deeseon was definitely more eminent in this sense. However, the designation to prae-

tor did not necessarily suggest the decrease of imperial favour. Constantine’s reputation was 

still high in the early twelfth century according to several events. 

There is a point of Constantine’s career, which needs more consideration. He was prob-

ably a civil governor of a theme, which partly coincided with the diocese of Ochrid in terri-

torial terms. This information is suggested by a letter of Theophylact of Ochrid, which was 

written to Nicholas Anemas.416 The narrative of this letter is ambiguous, however. Theophy-

lact praises the recipient as if the latter would be the new governor. However, the archbishop 

asks Anemas to help Choirosphaktes. This implies that Constantine was the superior of Nich-

olas. It appears improbable that Choirosphaktes was designated as a doux, for his career does 

not indicate such an appointment. Therefore, Constantine had to be the civil governor and 

Nicholas was his subordinate.417 In truth, Theophylact never mentions the specific office of 

his friend. His remarks on the governance by Anemas can be an implication of the deputy’s 

regular attendance and his importance in the daily management of the district in the absence 

of the governor. The letter is undated and, thus, it is difficult to determine the date of his 

governorship in this region. 

The most interesting point of Constantine’s career was his semi-official title, ‘the man 

of the emperor.’ He received this designation in the early years of Alexios I’s reign. There 

are only two sources about this title of Constantine, charters of Alexios I and Anna Dalassene 

to the Patmos monastery in April 1088, as it has been mentioned above. These documents 

were official orders (pittakia) that informed different offices of the central government on 

the imperial donation of tax exemptions and its confirmation by a chrysobull. Both charters 

indicate that Constantine first granted the privileges to the monastery.418 The imperial chrys-

obull only authorised this preliminary act in truth.419 It seems therefore that Choirosphaktes 

played a significant role in the donation. Given the fact that man of the emperor was a des-

ignation of close personal tie between a superior and a subordinate individual, Constantine’s 

involvement in this sensitive political affair is not surprising. The dignity shows that Choiro-

sphaktes belonged to the retinue of Alexios I. This also underlines Constantine’s progression 

in the government. However, it is important to note that this title is only connected with 

                                                             
416 Theophylact, Letters, pp. 237–39, no. 32. 
417 Cf. Mullett, Theophylact, p. 305. 
418 Patmos, pp. 337–340, no. 48, ll. 183–84, 207, 226, 240; pp. 343–46, no. 49, ll. 253–54, 274, 292, 310. 
419 Patmos, pp. 337–338, no. 48, ll. 185–96; pp. 343–44, no. 49, ll. 255–66. 
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Choirosphaktes for a specific affair in the sources. There is no more evidence out of the two 

documents about the donation. The highly honorific and semi-official title coincided with 

Constantine’s most prominent office, the epi ton deeseon. In the same time, he was far from 

the end of his career. His governance in more districts was a diminishment in the later years 

in terms of official position. Still, this course does not indicate the loss of imperial favour. 

An event shows that Constantine’s reputation remained high until his late years. 

The Life of Saint Meletios the Younger written by Nicholas of Methone provides a short 

portrayal of Choirosphaktes, which deserves our attention. Meletios gained great fame in the 

second half of the eleventh century and he lived near Myoupolis when Choirosphaktes met 

him. The narrative clearly states that the event happened in the time, when Choirosphaktes 

was the civil governor of Hellas and Peloponnese.420 The life tells us that the reason for the 

meeting was the serious disease of the governor’s favourite servant.421 The author repeatedly 

mentions in the short narrative that Choirosphaktes continuously begged the hesitant saint 

to heal the suffering member of his entourage. The account does not include much infor-

mation about Constantine Choirosphaktes at first reading. However, it is very interesting that 

the life principally represents Choirosphaktes as a powerful figure. He is introduced into the 

narrative as the concurrent governor of the province, and is also portrayed as an individual 

surrounded by subordinates. In fact, his repeated requests to Meletios suggest an assertive 

figure. It is striking that there is no general statement on piety of Choirosphaktes. The life 

only mentions his confidence in Meletios, i. e. reverence for the holy man, but it serves the 

portrayal of the saint rather than the description of the governor. One cannot state without 

doubt that the life provides a negative narrative on Constantine Choirosphaktes. Still, this 

hagiographic work definitely shows a distant attitude to the governor. 

The Life of Saint Cyril Phileotes is another hagiographic work, which shows the repu-

tation of Choirosphaktes. Cyril had a great influence and reputation in the Komnenian court 

in the second half of the eleventh and the early twelfth century. The holy man was visited by 

several members of the imperial family and other important individuals. Constantine also 

saw Cyril in his cell shortly before the death of the saint. Choirosphaktes intended to donate 

an estate at Derkos, yet the saint refused to obtain the property. The date of their conversation 

is unknown, but it had to happen some years before the saint’s death.422 Cheynet argues that 

                                                             
420 The Life of Saint Meletios, p. 68, no. 1, ch. 22. 
421 It is worth noting that this account belonged to a chapter, which deals with Meletios’ miraculous cures: The 

Life of Saint Meletios, pp. 67–69, no. 1, ch. 22. 
422 The Life of Saint Cyril, pp. 143–45, 34. 1–4. 
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Constantine’s access to the holy man demonstrates Choirosphaktes’ closeness to the Kom-

nenoi.423 The high reputation of Choirosphaktes is indirectly indicated by the life of the saint 

nevertheless.424 Constantine’s intention to donate his estate for religious purposes also im-

plies that the meeting happened in a very late moment of Choirosphaktes’ career. The event 

shows that Constantine could maintain his high prestige in the court in his late career too. 

The account on the conversation with Cyril provides us with other information about 

Choirosphaktes. The narrative definitely focuses on the holy man, yet it still shows some 

interesting clues about Constantine’s circumstances. Kataskepenos, the author, shows a gen-

erally positive attitude towards the visitor. He describes Constantine as a pious individual 

that is a crucial aspect in this work.425 The positive attitude is not disturbed by one moment 

in the account when Choirosphaktes corrects the saint. Cyril paraphrases a biblical phrase, 

which he had heard right before Constantine arrived, to his visitor: ‘Do not give your heart 

to wealth, if it is donated.’426 After the holy man’s monologue, Constantine replies, citing 

the right words of Psalm 61: ‘Wealth if flows.’427 Cyril only gives a short, but important 

answer: ‘You as you learnt, but me as I was taught.’428 The modified citation from the psalm 

plays a key role in the account, since it sets the main idea of the story about the rejection of 

the grant. Although Constantine’s correction does not affect the primary argument of the 

narrative, his remark on the main thought of the conversation has a special function. It fo-

cuses the reader’s attention to a contemporary debate. The vocabulary of Cyril’s explanation 

shows the same thing from different aspects. In the case of Constantine, the text indicates 

his own knowledge. In the case of Cyril however, the stress is on the teacher, even if he is 

not identified. It suggests the authority behind the saint’s education, and the account implies 

its divine background. This comparison thus reminds us of the rivalry between the learned 

church élite and the supporters of the ascetic and monastic life in the eleventh and twelfth 

centuries.429 Kataskepenos’ work definitely promotes the latter faction. Constantine was 

probably not involved in this debate, but his figure was suitable for making such reference. 

                                                             
423 Cheynet, ‘Choirosphaktai’, p. 106. 
424 His biographer, Nicholas Kataskepenos, asserts that Cyril attempted to avoid the presence of other individ-

uals as much as possible: The Life of Saint Cyril, p. 211. 
425 The Life of Saint Cyril, p. 143, 34. 1. 
426 Πλοῦτος ἄν προσγένηται μὴ προστίθεσθε καρδίαν, The Life of Saint Cyril, p. 143, 34. 1; p. 145, 34. 3. 
427 Πλοῦτος ἐὰν ῥέῃ, The Life of Saint Cyril, p. 145, 34. 3. The biblical phrase comes from Ps. 61, 11. 
428 Σὺ μὲν ὡς ἔμαθες, ἐγὼ δὲ ὡς ἐδιδάχθην, The Life of Saint Cyril, p. 145, 34. 3. 
429 About this religious rivalry, see Dirk Krausmüller, ‘Establishing Authority in the Constantinopolitan Reli-

gious Discourse of the Eleventh Century: Inspiration and Learning in the Writings of the Monk Niketas Stetha-

tos’, in Steckel, Gaul and Grünbart (ed.), Networks of Learning, pp. 107–24; idem, ‘‘Monks who are not Priests 

do not Have the Power to Bind and to Loose:’ The Debate about Confession in Eleventh- and Twelfth-century 

Byzantium’, BZ, 109 (2016), pp. 703–32. 
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The most important aspect of short passage is that it represents Choirosphaktes as an edu-

cated individual in a religious narrative. It is striking that this is a characteristic of Constan-

tine, which gets attention beside his piety from an author outside from Choirosphaktes’ main 

milieu, the administration and the imperial court. It also corresponds to the opinions of other 

authors. His education and intelligence were Choirosphaktes’ main abilities, even if he did 

not become a notable intellectual, but a competent official. 

Constantine Choirosphaktes’ career shows the opportunities of a civil official in the 

early Komnenian period. His progression under the Komnenoi is interesting, since we know 

his strong connections with the former regime. It makes his case comparable to other indi-

viduals, because it treats a general problem. This issue includes the effects of political change 

at the top of the government on the bureaucracy, which did not belong to the closest circle 

of the emperor. This question deals with the confines of old second-tier élite, and Choiro-

sphaktes is a good subject of an investigation on the problem. However, Constantine’s social 

and political position raises doubts in a period before the development of the Komnenian 

second-tier élite. His offices and his semi-official title, the man of the emperor, became at-

tributes of the second-tier élite later. Still, the evaluation of imperial favour in a reign, when 

kinship did not overwhelm the traditional ties of service between the head of the empire and 

his servant yet, is intricate. 

4. 3 The man of Alexios III: John Belissariotes 

John Belissariotes’ built an extraordinary career in the late twelfth and early thirteenth 

centuries. His administrative activity represents the last and declining stage of the Komne-

nian period. For chronological reasons, he is the only one among the three individuals in the 

focus of the chapter who belonged to the Komnenian second-tier élite. His career continued 

after the fourth crusade, the ending limit of our main interest, and it is necessary to pay 

attention to those years in this case too. 

John Belissariotes is not the only known representative of his family in the twelfth cen-

tury. However, the evidence suggests the Belissariotai did not belong to the old houses of 

the Byzantine élite. Cheynet deems the Belissariotai a family which emerged in the Komne-

nian period.430 Our earliest clue of them, a metrical seal of Stephen Belissariotes, is dated to 

a period from the late eleventh and the first half of the twelfth century.431 Neither Stephen’s 

                                                             
430 Cheynet, Pouvoir, p. 415. 
431 Rev.: Σφραγ(ὶς) Στεφάνου τοῦ Βελισ(σ)αριώτ(ου), Wassiliou-Seibt, Corpus, vol. 2, p. 724, no. 2894. The 

obverse depicts the bust of the Virgin (Theotokos Episkepsis). 
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function nor his rank is revealed on the bulla. Further representatives of the house appear in 

the sources from the middle of the twelfth century. The seal of the Basil Belissariotes was 

created with a concept similar to that of Stephen’s bulla.432 According to this Basil’s position 

remains in obscurity too. The situation is different in regard to Theodore Belissariotes who 

witnessed a letter written to Soterichos Panteugenos, the patriarch of Antioch, in 1157. This 

document calls him a deacon of Hagia Sophia.433 Our knowledge about the Belissariotai 

significantly increases in the time of one generation, three brothers and a sister. John Belis-

sariotes whose career is discussed in details belonged to this generation and was the eldest 

brother. One of his siblings, Michael, was designated sebastos and dikaiodotes, which meant 

one of the highest positions the members of the second-tier élite could reach in the late 

twelfth century.434 

The evidence implies a significant ascension of the Belissariotai in rank and authority 

in the second half of the century. Although it is important to note that there is no information 

about the position of the family in the early Komnenian period. In the middle of the period, 

the Belissariotai seemingly possessed moderate ranks in the church, yet this assumption is 

derived from a lonely record related to a specific situation. Nevertheless, one can have a 

little doubt about the emerging tendency of the family’s social and political status. 

The intermarriage between the Choniatai and the Belissariotai raises some questions 

about the circumstances of the latter house. Niketas Choniates married the sister of John 

Belissariotes, and this information is valuable for the analysis of second-tier élite due to the 

paucity of clues concerning this aspect of the stratum. The evidence is given by the Choniatai 

through their letters and orations. Michael Choniates’ remarks on his kinship with the Belis-

sariotai implies two facts about the marriage: this alliance was forged after a long friendship 

between them and it was formed after Michael’s appointment to the metropolitan see of 

Athens in 1182.435 Another letter by him shows the practical side of the relation when the 

metropolitan asks for support concerning the rights of his church.436 However, in several 

cases, Michael Choniates stresses that the good relation to the Belissariotai was based on 

their friendship rather than the marriage alliance.437 Nonetheless, the sources and the general 

                                                             
432 Rev.: Σφραγὶς Βασιλείου Βελισσαρειώτου, Laurent, Orghidan, no. 433. The obverse depicts the standing 

figure of Virgin with a medallion. 
433 Sakellion, Πατμιακὴ Βιβλιοθήκη, pp. 325–26. 
434 Lavra, vol. 1, p. 357, l. 36; Patmos, vol. 1, p. 108, l. 34. 
435 Michael Choniates, Letters, no. 15, ch. 1. Simpson suggests that the wedding was around 1186: Simpson, 

Niketas Choniates, p. 16. 
436 Michael Choniates, Letters, p. 74, no. 53, ch. 7. 
437 Michael Choniates, Σωζόμενα, vol. 1, p. 351, ll. 22–25. 
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circumstances explain the interests of the Choniatai in the marital kinship with the Belissari-

otai. The question is what were the benefits of this alliance to the latter family. Although 

Cheynet ranks the two families into the same category of emerging houses with reason, the 

Belissariotai, in truth, had been residents of Constantinople for a longer time. Their connec-

tion to the capital can be traced from the middle of the twelfth century through the testimony 

of Theodore, the deacon. Therefore, John Belissariotes and his siblings were at least the 

second generation of their family in the city. Referring to the marriage as a marker of troubles 

that the Belissariotai had building relations to the other houses of Constantinople, even to 

the older or notable ones, is misleading however. We have no information about the mar-

riages of the brothers, and thus the context of marital policy and the position of the Belis-

sariotai in this aspect is missing for such an assumption. The Choniatai’s personal abilities 

indicates more. 

The interest of the Belissariotai was probably related to the network of Michael Choni-

ates. The majority of this network was built during Choniates’ years of education with his 

teacher, Eustathios Kataphloron, the later archbishop of Thessalonike, and the other pupils. 

It is well-known that such circles, which were assembled around several teachers, were cru-

cial phenomena and factors in the Byzantine élite throughout the eleventh and twelfth cen-

turies.438 The letters of Michael Choniates testify his extended network, which includes some 

really important figures of the imperial administration beside the Belissariotai.439 Some 

scholars suggest that the successes of Niketas Choniates significantly relied on his elder 

brother’s network.440 The mechanism of this support is clearly revealed in a letter of Michael 

to Constantine Pegonites, whom the metropolitan begged to care of Niketas.441 The testa-

ment of Michael Choniates shows the political aspects of such network and its benefits to 

the family. It is possible that the friendship between the metropolitan and the Belissariotai 

formed in the circle of Eustathios. Therefore, the network of John Belissariotes probably 

shared various common elements with that of Choniates. However, we have too little infor-

mation about John’s circle to make certain assumptions. Nevertheless, Michael Choniates 

                                                             
438 Bernard, Writing and Reading, pp. 180–87 (for the eleventh century); Michael Grünbart, Inszenierung und 

Repräsentation der byzantinischen Aristokratie vom 10. bis zum 13. Jahrhundert (Paderborn, 2015), pp. 176–
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pp. 316–23. 
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441 Michael Choniates, Letters, p. 6, no. 3, ch. 6. 
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connections to important figures were still valuable for his other acquaintances. Such net-

works of education were even more significant for relatively new and emerging families, 

such as the Belissariotai. Since their ancestry lacked considerable prestige, strengthening the 

ties among the members of a circle by marriage was an effective and essential way of secur-

ing their social status. 

Fortunately, we have some evidence for the education of John Belissariotes. Niketas 

Choniates’ funeral speech for John and Michael Belissariotes surveys John’s career in this 

oration, although he focuses on several moments for rhetorical purposes. The speech shortly 

deals with John’s education and the beginnings of his career. Niketas argues that John fo-

cused on pragmatical rather than theoretical knowledge. This attitude was manifested in dif-

ferent ways. John preferred rhetorical studies to philosophy according to the oration.442 Fur-

thermore, Niketas briefly suggests that his deceased friend did not have an excellent 

education. The orator attempts to shade this information by comparing John’s natural abili-

ties with those of several ancient idols, Demosthenes and Cicero.443 It is clear that Choniates 

presents an imperfect characteristic of Belissariotes as in a positive way as possible. John 

apparently got an appropriate or good education, yet it was far from the complete and ideal 

one by the civil and intellectual standards of his milieu. Belissariotes’ learning completely 

explains why he is known only for his administrative activity instead of any intellectual 

work. 

The early years of John’s career remains in obscurity. Michael Choniates gives a remark 

on the situation of the Belissariotai in the funeral oration for his brother, Niketas. In this 

passage the metropolitan indicates that John and Michael Belissariotes took charges in Con-

stantinople, while Niketas Choniates was appointed to offices in the provinces.444 The indi-

cation of provincial duties clearly shows that these lines deal with the early stage of Niketas’ 

career. However, it is a question whether John still spent his early years in the administration 

in that time. He was probably older than Niketas and closer to Michael Choniates in age. 

Therefore, John began his career earlier with probability, yet this part of his life is completely 

unknown. Nevertheless, it is important to stress that John stayed in the capital during the 

early 1180’s. 

                                                             
442 Choniates, Orations and Letters, p. 150, ll. 31–33, no. 15. 
443 Choniates, Orations and Letters, p. 152, ll. 1–3, no. 15. 
444 εἰς ἓν ἐκράθησαν σύνταγμα παρὰ τοσοῦτον ἀχώριστον παρ᾿ ὅσον Βελισσαριῶται μὲν ὡς τὰ πολλὰ εἴσω τῆς 

μεγαλοπόλεως τὰ πρόσφορα οἷς εἶχον ἀξιώματι διεπολιτεύοντο, ὁ δ᾿ ἐμὸς ἀδελφὸς καὶ εἰς ἐπαρχίας καὶ τὰς 

ἔξω πόλεις... ἐστέλλετο, Michael Choniates, Σωζόμενα, vol. 1, p. 352, ll. 12–16. 
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Fortunately, we also have some information about Constantine’s duties in Constantino-

ple in the early years. Our source, Niketas Choniates’ oration, does not give too much details 

about this period. Nevertheless, the rhetorical work still provides sensitive facts. Niketas 

states that John began his career at an unidentified tribunal.445 The orator later states that 

Belissariotes successfully attempted to enter the imperial court and gained the favour of the 

emperors.446 Except the very late offices, orphanotrophos and protasekretis, Choniates does 

not mention any exact position that Belissariotes held throughout his career in the core text 

of the oration.447 The repeated implication in the speech that John dealt with law and judicial 

matters gives little help, since the vast majority of the Byzantine bureaucracy had to perform 

tribunal activities.448 It is noteworthy that Choniates refers to the beginning of Belissariotes’ 

judicial service and his entry to the imperial court separately. The two events are isolated by 

an intermediate argument about John’s education and rhetorical abilities.449 It can mean that 

Belissariotes had started his career at a tribunal in the capital, before he joined the imperial 

court itself. However, one should be careful about the chronological arrangement in this 

section of Choniates’ speech. It is possible that the account on John’s first duty is essentially 

identical with the later description of his entry into the central government. 

The evidence remains ambiguous in the later part of Belissariotes’ career too. There are 

several informative sources about John’s position in the government, yet they are mostly 

related to a very short period of his life. Therefore, we still rely on Niketas Choniates’ oration 

in order to broaden the scope of the investigation on Belissariotes’ progression. Niketas 

states that John frequently changed his position in the administration and held several offices 

simultaneously. It is also important to note that Belissariotes constantly emerged in the rank 

throughout his career according to the orator.450 This latter remark is probably a euphemism, 

yet John was on an ascending way in the administration in the late twelfth century as we will 

see later. The main problem of Choniates’ narrative and the development of his friend’s 

career is that Niketas does not mention any emperor of those years by name. Belissariotes 
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served under numerous rulers and survived several radical changes on the imperial throne. 

The paucity of evidence prevents the scholars from the analysis of John’s efforts to maintain 

his position in the government in the turbulent political circumstances. However, the lack of 

alternative sources causes the real problem rather than the undetailed account by Choniates. 

An interesting implication can be found about the early position of Belissariotes in a 

letter of Michael Choniates. The metropolitan of Athens wrote to the Belissariotes brothers 

shortly after the fall of Andronikos I. In this letter, Choniates refers to the reign of Androni-

kos I, representing it as a tyranny. The metropolitan uses a biblical parallel, the story of the 

children and the oven, to describe the dangerous and immoral political circumstances under 

Andronikos I.451 A very similar narrative can be found in a letter of Choniates to Theodosios 

Matzoukes. The writer strengthens his argument with a reference to the same biblical ac-

count. However, Choniates parallels Matzoukes to Obadiah, the pious official of Ahab, 

too.452 Furthermore, the metropolitan describes his friend as a lion trainer who tamed the 

tyrannical emperor, Andronikos I.453 It is interesting that Michael Choniates applies similar 

ways to discuss about the same period with different individuals. However, the letter to 

Matzoukes includes a longer and more detailed argument that is based on biblical references. 

It indicates that Matzoukes’ office placed him very close to Andronikos I. The letter to the 

brothers implies that the Belissariotai also took charges in the central government in those 

years. Still, the shorter narrative about their danger in Andronikos’ court suggests that they 

were not designated to as distinguished positions as Matzoukes. 

One of the few obvious periods of Belissariotes’ career is dated to the late years of the 

twelfth century. John was involved in several affairs related to two monastic communities, 

the Great Lavra at Athos and the Monastery of Saint John the Theologian on Patmos. The 

first affair was the aforementioned debate between the sekreton of the sea and Lavra about 

the latter’s exemption on the freight of wine. Belissariotes led a tribunal for the inspection 

in 1196.454 John held the title sebastos and was appointed to megas logariastes and the 

logothetes of the sekreta during the sessions of the court.455 The second case is recorded in 

a document sent by Belissariotes to the doux of Crete, Nikephoros Kontostephanos, in No-

vember 1197, in order to have the local government acknowledge an imperial decree on a 
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tax exemption of estates owned by Patmos on Crete.456 The third case treated Patmos and 

Crete again. Belissariotes then requested Kontostephanos to give the monastery a complete 

fiscal exemption.457 John Belissariotes was sebastos and megas logariastes at the time of 

these latter affairs.458 He almost reached the ranks that a member of the second-tier élite 

could do in the late twelfth century. He was designated to the two most important positions 

of the civil administration, the megas logariastes and the logothetes of the sekreta. There is 

an interesting change between 1196 and 1197 in the position of Belissariotes. John signed 

the two documents sent to the Monastery of Saint John the Theologian only as megas loga-

riastes. It appears that he was dismissed from the office of logothetes of the sekreta in the 

meantime. As it has been mentioned he frequently changed his positions in the government 

according to Niketas Choniates. This and other evidence suggest that the change between 

1196 and 1197 was not a sign of decreasing prestige and imperial favour. 

The affair of the Great Lavra was the occasion when Belissariotes was called the man 

of the emperor. It is interesting that this designation only appears in a lonely moment of the 

case. The earlier decree of Belissariotes cites some parts of the order (prostaxis) of Alexios 

III, which asks John for the investigation on the exemption of the monastery. In one frag-

ment, the emperor calls John his household servant (oikeios).459 The oikeios, oikeios an-

thropos in its complete form, was parallel with the titles doulos and anthropos. Since the 

imperial request was the starting point of the judicial progress, it had to be issued shortly 

before the sessions of the tribunal and their documentation. It is noteworthy therefore that 

Belissariotes himself does not use this semi-official title in his decrees. The ignorance is 

more striking in the later document (no. 68), in which there is no citation from the imperial 

order. Thus, there is no mention of the designation, which shows the close ties of service 

between him and the head of the empire. This ambiguity asks for a reconsideration of this 

kind of titles. The case not only shows the temporary nature of this designation, but it also 

raises questions about the selective representation of such honorary epithets. 

An imperial chrysobull indicates an additional office that John could hold once. The 

document was issued by Alexios III on behalf of Patmos in 1197. Two copies are preserved 

in the archives of the Monastery of Saint John the Theologian, which differ from one another 

in content at several parts. The version B was signed by Michael Belissariotes sebastos, 
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John’s brother who was designated to dikaiodotes according to the subscription.460 Niketas 

Choniates mentioned that John and Michael shared the same honorary dignities and replaced 

one another in the official positions.461 This remark by Choniates was probably an exagger-

ation, yet it could have some background. One can assume thus that John Belissariotes was 

also appointed to dikaiodotes at in an uncertain period of his career. Since he reached even 

higher offices until the end of the twelfth century, a designation to dikaiodotes seems prob-

able. 

Another less obscure period of John’s career was his few years after the fall of Constan-

tinople in 1204. Since Niketas Choniates had the opportunity to give a funeral oration for his 

friend, they must have stayed in the same court, that of Theodore I Laskaris. Choniates states 

in his speech that Belissariotes was orphanotrophos and protasekretis at the end of his ca-

reer.462 It is worth noting that Niketas does not mention that John had any problems with 

receiving positions in the new government. Consequently, Belissariotes’ career lasted until 

his death around 1208. It is intriguing that John remained in Nikaia together with Niketas 

Choniates. He was a member of the retinue of Alexios III some years earlier, and apparently 

did not follow his master who built his own realm after the sack of Constantinople. Belis-

sariotes’ life around the fourth crusade is highly obscure. Still, John’s separation from Alex-

ios III raises questions about his political motivations and about the mechanisms of personal 

ties in general. 

The last offices of Belissariotes also need some further consideration. The two positions, 

orphanotrophos and protasekretis, were slightly inferior to the offices held by him in the 

late twelfth century. However, Niketas Choniates pays a considerable attention to the fact 

that his friend was an orphanotrophos, the director of the imperial orphanage. Choniates use 

this position to strengthen the rhetorical argument about Belissariotes’ morality too. Choni-

ates also refers to the importance of John’s ability to manage landed property.463 This latter 

remark implies that the orphanotrophos still maintained his old significance in a specific 

area. Magdalino argues that the Komnenian restoration of the imperial orphanage primarily 

served to increase the imperial authority over ecclesiastic and monastic properties.464 Nev-

ertheless, the history of the orphanotrophos in the early thirteenth century is ambiguous.465 
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The evidence shows therefore that Belissariotes held very important offices after the collapse 

of the empire too. It is striking that he was able to maintain his reputation in the Nicaean 

government despite his former connection to a rival emperor. His personal abilities and a 

well-structured network could explain this achievement. However, we do not have enough 

information about the latter factor to observe its significance in this situation. 

There are contradictions in the analysis of John Belissariotes’ career. One can find nu-

merous holes in the evidence for his life, while several information about his progression 

deepens our understanding about the circumstances of the Komnenian second-tier élite in a 

certain scale. His relation to the title ‘oikeios of the emperor’ is a curious part of his career. 

The temporary appearance of the designation was conventional according to other evidence. 

It is striking however that he personally ignored the use of this semi-official title, when the 

emperor granted it to him during the same judicial process. John’s decision raises questions 

about the attitude towards the designation. The close connection with the emperor was one 

of the most important factors for any member of the Byzantine bureaucracy. Given this char-

acteristic of the élite, Belissariotes’ separation from Alexios III after the fall of Constantino-

ple is also a noteworthy case in the observation of the relations and ties in the Byzantine 

society. 

4. 4 A comparative analysis of individual prospects 

The analysis on the individual level surpasses the confines of the stratum. The broad 

scope comes not only from the selection of officials for detailed observation, but from the 

nature of several phenomena that are related to the main interest of this chapter. Although 

the three cases reveal numerous aspects of the circumstances of individuals outside the lead-

ing circle, the comparative analysis pays more attention to one specific topic, the titles of 

dependence and their background. Furthermore, it briefly deals with the tendencies of per-

sonal progression and the opportunities of the individuals for a later comparison with the 

level of family. The limits of the thesis and this chapter does not allow to include more 

themes for detailed discussion in the following pages. 

The semi-official titles of dependence raise several questions. This phenomenon was 

highly connected to the second-tier élite in the Komnenian period. However, it is important 

to note that it considerably surpassed the chronological limits of the stratum. Such designa-

tions existed before the development of the Komnenian second-tier élite, and they were used 

during the Palaiologan era too. The connection between these titles and the lower echelon of 
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the ruling stratum was not essential, but the correlations developed due to the inferior posi-

tion of the social group. None of the imperial relatives, the members of the Komnenian lead-

ing élite became the ‘men’ or ‘servants’ of the emperor. Behind this difference, there was a 

factor more essential than the question of superiority and inferiority nevertheless. The titles 

of dependence are derived from the Byzantine idea of oikos, the household.466 The increasing 

influence of the oikos on the political culture is manifested in the appearance of gambros, 

the son-in-law of the emperor, as an official court designation during the reign of Manuel I 

too. Since the imperial relatives and their monopoly in the Komnenian leading élite was a 

part of the same phenomenon as the titles of dependence, there was no space for the desig-

nations of the latter kind among kinsmen of the emperor. This is the final reason why the 

anthropoi, douloi and oikeioi were connected to the second-tier élite in the twelfth century. 

These titles appeared mostly in relation to administrative affairs and activities. The sig-

illary material that gives a considerable part of evidence from the period also suggest the 

official circumstances. This is suggested by the fact too that a considerable part of the evi-

dence for the phenomenon comes from sigillary material dated to the period. Cheynet argues 

that the titles of dependence were used by the superiors for bestowing a part of their authority 

on the subordinates.467 However, a letter of George Tornikes to the man of Giphardos shows 

that this kind of designation was applied in the communication out of the administrative and 

judicial processes too.468 The clues are thus ambiguous, while the connection of the titles of 

dependence to administrative activity could explain the temporary appearance of such a des-

ignation beside the name of a given individual. 

Not only the duration of these titles arouse interest, but the ties behind the designations 

too. The persistence of relations between the master and the servant is an issue. The case of 

Constantine Choirosphaktes shows that someone could occasionally enter the retinue of the 

emperor and gain more official recognition of the special ties between themselves, ascending 

from an unpleasant situation. The pace of this progress is unknown however. The late career 

of John Belissarites indicates the potential instability of the membership in an imperial reti-

nue. Dealing with individuals out of the main focus of this chapter, we can mention Gregory 

Antiochos and his dependence from a powerful figure, Andronikos Kamateros. This service 
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endured for a short period in truth. These examples suggest the vulnerability of ties between 

the master and his servant. This kind of changes definitely had great importance for the 

Komnenian second-tier élite. However, there is no sufficient evidence for analysing the dy-

namism of these progresses in the period. 

The three cases analysed in this chapter imply a correlation between the position of the 

dependent and the rank of the superior. A ruler or a powerful politician demanded the service 

of his retainer, but the latter expected the master’s support in his progression in the admin-

istration. John Melidones, a man of the caesar, apparently remained in the rank of minor 

judges throughout his career. Constantine Choirosphaktes and John Belissariotes, men of 

their emperors, held significantly higher positions in the government. It is not surprising that 

an emperor was able to ensure higher offices to his attendants than any member of the lead-

ing élite. Nevertheless, there is a remarkable difference between Melidones’ position and the 

other two official’s appointments. Still, this problem definitely needs further evidence be-

yond the three examples above. 

Broadening the scope of the observation about the problem, one can find the same ten-

dency among the anthropoi, douloi and oikeioi. Among the men of Alexios I, one can find a 

certain John, the logariastes and Constantine, the logothetes of the dromos. However, Ste-

phen Chrysodaktoulos, the man of the caesar, Nikephoros Melissenos, gained only modest 

offices and dignities as John Melidones.469 Eustathios Charsianites, the strategos and pro-

noetes of Samos and man of the Despoina Anna Dalassene, earned the highest office among 

those favoured by the relatives of the emperor or other powerful individuals.470 However, 

the most demonstrating case is given by Basil Choirosphaktes. He was the servant of John 

Komnenos, a nephew of Alexios I, and held the office of logariastes, the assistant of the 

doux of Thessalonike.471 Most of these individuals appear for precious moments only in the 

sources, and one cannot fully reconstruct their careers. Still, the broader observation affirms 

the picture suggested by the three selected cases. Officials favoured by the members of the 

leading élite had lower prospects in the administration than those enjoying the support of the 

emperor himself. Eustathios Charsianites appears an exception. However, his mistress, the 

mother of Alexios I, had a special authority over the civil administration. Furthermore, his 

                                                             
469 Iviron, vol. 2, p. 146, no. 43, ll. 13–14. 
470 Patmos, vol. 1, p. 333, no. 47, l. 8; vol. 2, p. 51, no. 52, ll. 3–4; p. 72, no. 53, l. 186. 
471 Iviron, vol. 2, p. 211, no. 51, l. 133. 
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office, the strategos, had lost most of its original reputation by the time of his service.472 In 

general, the difference between opportunities is obvious. 

Either the individuals in focus or other cases indicate an ambivalent attitude towards the 

titles of dependence. In theory, these designations, especially the man or servant of the em-

peror were honours to the holders. However, John Belissariotes did not represent himself as 

the man of the emperor either in official documents or on lead seals despite the occasion. 

Gregory Antiochos complains about his service to Andronikos Kamateros in his different 

writings.473 Basil Choirosphaktes was called the servant of the local doux in the praktikon 

that he issued together with his fellow. Still, the designation was mentioned by the subordi-

nate of a given individual or by a third party in a considerable number of official documents. 

The lead seals of those who were the men of the emperor show the sealers’ and title holders’ 

awareness of this kind of designation. However, these bullae give a little portion of the sig-

illary material from the period. Several cases suggest that membership in a retinue could 

provide great opportunities for the individuals of the second-tier élite. Nonetheless, some 

figures of the stratum did not show a positive sentiment regarding the service as a whole or, 

at least, regarding the representation of the ties of service. 

It is necessary to observe the individual prospects out of the personal retinues too. This 

comparative analysis has dealt with the aspect of the anthropoi, douloi and oikeioi. It has 

been also mentioned above however that some evidence indicates the temporary nature of 

the membership in a private entourage. Furthermore, not every member of the second-tier 

élite belonged to a retinue of a powerful individual in his entire career. Nevertheless, the 

evidence does not allow to recognise the close ties of dependence with a figure of higher 

rank in numerous cases. The letter collections of Theophylact of Ochrid and Gregory Anti-

ochos show how important the different kinds of connections in the Byzantine élite were.474 

However, at this point, it seems beneficial to distinguish the ordained clerics and the bureau-

crats of the church and lay administrations. Although the members of both groups struggled 

to maintain their positions, there were differences between their connections with the offices. 

Due to the limits of the thesis, I intend to deal only with the officials out of the clergy in the 

following lines. 

                                                             
472 See Jean-Claude Cheynet, ‘Du stratège de thème au duc: chronologie de l’évolution au cours du XIe siècle’, 

TM, 9 (1985), pp. 181–94. 
473 Kazhdan and Franklin, Studies, pp. 205–6. Kazhdan argues that Antiochos’ negative attitude towards ‘vol-

untary servitude’ was unconventional in his milieu. It is worth noting that there is no evidence for the official 

representation of his dependence by titles. Nonetheless, the description of his service by himself indicates the 

existence of the ties, which were expressed by the titles of dependence. 
474 Mullett, Theophylact, pp. 201–22; Kazhdan and Franklin, Studies, pp. 207–15. 
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Stability and progression in the individual scale is the main interest of this chapter. The 

investigation on these questions is restricted due to the fragmented evidence. The analysis 

of the three officials answers several questions, but also raises other ones. Niketas Choniates’ 

argument that John Belissariotes constantly ascended in the hierarchy of the government 

appears as a rhetorical tool. The evidence for Belissariotes’ career slightly contradicts to the 

constructed image of success. Nonetheless, the emphasis by Choniates on the progression in 

a rhetorical context suggests that it was possible but unconventional. The similarity between 

Melidones’ and Belissariotes’ situation is that both held multiple offices simultaneously at 

least at several moments of their careers. Choniates’ speech also suggests that Belissariotes 

was constantly appointed to a function. According to Cheynet’s interpretation, Constantine 

Choirosphaktes did not hold any official position in the time of the council at Blachernai in 

1094. The difference between the two clues raises several questions. How much were pauses 

in administrative activity conventional in the bureaucracy? Is the chronological distance be-

tween Choirosphaktes and Belissarites a significant factor in the officials’ attitude towards 

hiatus from service? How much did such a pause affect the reputation of a bureaucrat? Prob-

ably other cases give answers about these issues. 

Other cases rather make the picture on individual prospects more complex. Instability 

is well manifested in the following examples, but the evaluation of the elements is not a 

simple task. Nikephoros Chrysoberges apparently flourished in the church administration in 

the late twelfth century. However, he had to suffer a serious disgrace at the imperial court in 

the 1090s. He regained his reputation in the second half of Alexios III’s reign and became 

the master of the rhetors.475 Gregory Antiochos managed an instable progression in the late 

twelfth and early thirteenth centuries. Kazhdan assumes that Antiochos had a dynamically 

changing network in order to advance in the hierarchy. Gregory’s rhetorical skills are also 

considered as key factors of his successes.476 Rhetoric plays a significant role in Choniates’ 

argument on Belissariotes’ education and career too. However, this knowledge definitely 

was not the only way of the second-tier élite to a successful career in the administration. A 

factor that probably increased the instability of Antiochos’ position was his apparent failure 

to take more than one office at the same time. Furthermore, Antiochos’ and Chrysoberges’ 

unsteady progression implies that they spent some time without any function in the govern-

ment. It is interesting that, shortly before the Komnenian period, Kekaumenos did not refuse 

                                                             
475 Kazhdan and Franklin, Studies, pp. 225–31. 
476 Kazhdan and Franklin, Studies, p. 215. 
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the private life far from the government.477 The instability of the bureaucrat’s position in the 

administration is well known among Byzantinists. What is interesting here is that this insta-

bility was caused by the great variety of impacts on the personal reputation of a given offi-

cial. For example, changes in an individual’s network could cause problem as well as offer 

the solution. 

It is important to treat the individual aspects of marriage too. The former chapter ap-

proached this subject from the effects of marital alliances on entire families. It is also inter-

esting however how a marriage influenced the career of an individual in the second-tier élite. 

It is difficult to understand the influence of affinity between Constantine Choirosphaktes and 

Nikephoros III who was dethroned by the Komnenoi. Some evidence shows that Choiro-

sphaktes was favoured by Nikephoros III for their relation, but this situation was probably a 

disadvantage in the beginning of the new government built by the Komnenoi. Choirosphak-

tes apparently had to build his career again under Alexios I. The letters of Michael Choniates 

and the monody of Niketas Choniates to John and Michael Belissariotes show the numerous 

elements of the matrimony and affinity between the two families. The sources demonstrate 

how the Choniatai (and probably the Belissariotai too) benefited from their connections 

strengthened by the marriage in their administrative duties. We must deal with another ex-

ample, which is not included by the main analysis of this chapter. It is the case of a certain 

Tornikes who was a relative of Theophylact of Ochrid by marriage. Theophylact asked his 

powerful friend to exempt this Tornikes from military service.478 This example shows the 

indirect influence of a marriage, which worked together with the network of the extended 

kinsfolk. The cases reveal some elements of the significance of marriage on an individual 

level. The individual aspects of matrimony confirm some results of the analysis of families. 

The protective character of this institution is more evident in the case of marriages between 

the families of the same social status. The evidence mainly shows that the matrimony im-

proved the individual networks. This latter component helped the members of the élite to 

increase their influence in the administration and to maintain their social position. 

The individuals of the twelfth-century élite raise numerous questions. Not all of them 

are answered in this chapter, and there are probably no real solutions in several cases. One 

can find serious gaps in biographies of many officials, or rather the vast majority of them. 

The analysis of the progression that the individuals performed throughout their careers 

highly relies on assumptions made according to fragmental evidence. The investigation on a 

                                                             
477 For a more detailed discussion on this opinion, see chapter 6. 4. 
478 Theophylact, Letters, p. 529, no. 109, ll. 11–19. 
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usual phenomenon of the second-tier élite, the ‘voluntary servitude’ is another example of 

the problems in the observation. The semi-official and, apparently, temporary designations 

of dependence, anthropos, doulos and oikeios, are the main clues to more durable conditions 

of the titleholders, their membership of a retinue. Thus, our evidence for the stability and the 

term of the connection between the subordinate and the head of the entourage is rather indi-

rect. Although the analysis of the families indicates the complexity of mobility in the second-

tier élite, the personal level better demonstrates the vulnerability of the dignitaries in the 

lower level of the ruling stratum. 
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5 Lands and landowners: Distinct cases from the local élites of the provinces 

We further narrow the scope of the observation on the level of distinct cases after the 

analysis of individuals in theory. However, this chapter shows that we rather change the 

focus than the range of interest. An affair stands in the centre of each subchapter, but the 

investigation occasionally turns the attention to several problems that are beyond the con-

fines of a given event. The family background and careers of the involved individuals are 

normally among these elements. The source material is relatively homogeneous, since all 

the cases relies on official documents from monastic archives. The majority of the selected 

cases is related to Athonite monasteries and only one affair is connected to Mount Latros in 

Asia Minor. Thus, the interest of the chapter is relatively limited in geographical terms. The 

selection of the affairs and the location of the archives result in the situation that the analysis 

focuses on provincial matters. The circumstances of the local élites in the provinces is a 

subject that attracted little attention in the previous chapters of the thesis. Nevertheless, the 

observation of this social elements is crucial, since the local élites also belonged to the sec-

ond-tier élite as it has been explained in chapter 2. 

The chapter focuses on four cases, but the selection needs further explanation. Three of 

them happened in the early decades of the period before the transformation of second-tier 

élite. Therefore, the Komnenian second-tier élite is involved only in one case. It questions 

the validity of the selection at first. The investigation of the provincial elements of the sec-

ond-tier élite is necessary without doubt. However, the Komnenian period relatively lacks 

sufficient evidence for the local élites of the provinces after the reign of Alexios I. Conse-

quently, we can find more valuable details in the early Komnenian period. The lack of 

sources prevents us to analyse the circumstances of the provincial élite at the time, when the 

transformation of old élite into the Komnenian élite happened. It is a question however 

whether this social change considerably affected the provincial society. Without evidence, 

we can only hypothesise that the local élites of the provinces were less involved in a change 

of the ruling stratum, which mainly concerned the highest echelons of the administration. 

Thus, the analysis of provincial circumstances treats the correlations throughout the period 

rather than the influence of the transformation on this segment of the élite. The phenomena 

and characteristics revealed in the early cases can be associated with the Komnenian second-

tier élite. The chapter seeks to reveal some elements of family policy and power techniques 

applied by the lower élite. 
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5. 1 The patrimony of the Kephalades 

The patrimony of the Kephalades deserves the attention of scholars. The case has two 

main figures, Leo Kephalas who acquire the patrimony by great imperial favour and his son, 

Nikephoros who bestowed his possessions on the Monastery of Great Lavra at Athos. The 

basis of this issue is provided by several documents, four imperial chrysobulls and a donation 

preserved in the archives of Lavra. If we consider the different grants and the collection of 

the landed property as a single affair, it includes a relatively long period from 1082 to 1115, 

a substantial part of Alexios I’s reign. The case involves two generations of the family too. 

Therefore, this affair can reveal the circumstances of a family, which did not have kinship 

with the emperor, and its ability to maintain the patrimony for a considerable time. This case, 

especially the matters of Leo Kephalas, has attracted the interest of historians for decades.479 

Still, the complete affair rarely became the focus of a detailed analysis. This chapter aims to 

study the political and social circumstances of the Kephalas family through its landed prop-

erty. However, it appears beneficial to begin the investigation with the career of the individ-

ual who founded this patrimony. 

The early stages of Leo’s life remain in obscurity. The earliest information about his 

conditions is included in the chrysobull of Alexios I confirming a grant of Nikephoros III 

Botaneiates to Kephalas.480 According to this document, Leo Kephalas was favoured by Ni-

kephoros, however, he possessed the slightly modest court title of bestarches.481 There is no 

evidence about the reasons of this imperial approval. This act could serve Nikephoros III’s 

general attempt to seek for loyal supporters, although the Komnenoi could also be related to 

it.482 There is a remark in the prooimion of Alexios’ aforementioned chrysobull, addressing 

Leo Kephalas as a ‘trustful man’ who was loyal to the ‘emperors’.483 Nevertheless, Kepha-

las’ role in this time appears obscure in comparison to the following years. 

It is out of dispute that Leo Kephalas managed to maintain the imperial favour even 

after the serious change on the throne. Several sources show that Alexios I trusted Leo, and 

he graciously rewarded the latter’s service. Still the way as Kephalas transmitted his reputa-

tion to the era of the new regime is in question. Although Kephalas’ role in the coup d’état 

                                                             
479 For literature, see below. 
480 Lavra, vol. 1, no. 44. 
481 Lavra, vol. 1, no. 44. 
482 There is no direct evidence whether Kephalas was ever involved in the rebellions on the emperor’s side. For 

the Komnenian connections, see below. 
483 Ὑπηρέτης πιστὸς (καὶ) ἐρθογνώμων τοῖς δεσπόταις φαινόμενος, Lavra, vol. 1, p. 243, no. 44, l. 3. Although 

the meaning of this part is not clear, the phrasing of the whole document implies that the plural form of the 

ruler refers to Nikephoros III and Alexios I instead of the co-emperorship of Alexios I and Constantine Doukas. 
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of the Komnenoi could be another factor of his good reputation in the new government, 

narratives of this event remain silent on his deeds. Rouillard suggests mutual interests be-

tween Kephalas and Alexios I as the former individual was dissatisfied by the civil faction, 

while the usurper needed the support of such a potent general as Kephalas was.484 However, 

Anna Komnene introduces Leo as the son of Alexios’ ‘hereditary servant’.485 This remark 

implies that the Kephalades had old and good connection with the Komnenoi. One can sug-

gest too that Leo Kephalas personally had close ties with Isaac or Alexios Komnenos. It is 

important to note that both Komnenoi were highly favoured by Nikephoros III before their 

usurpation. Therefore, it was possible that the Komnenoi played the role of ‘middlemen’ 

between the emperor and one of their supporters, Leo Kephalas, in the reign of Botaneiates. 

Still, little evidence supports this idea. 

The narrative of the official documents raises doubts about the personal ties between 

Alexios I and Kephalas before the Komnenian regime. There is a lack of reference to close 

connections between the two individuals in that period. The chrysobull of 1082 focuses on 

the fact that Leo Kephalas was loyal to both emperors, while the other related documents 

invoke the deeds of Kephalas performed in the reign of Alexios I.486 However, one should 

take both the legal and the rhetorical aspects of these charters as well as the correlation be-

tween these elements into account. The chrysobull of Alexios I in 1082 confirms a donation 

of land by Nikephoros III to Kephalas and other involved decrees. The imperial charter as a 

legal document cannot ignore the role of the former emperor in the affair. The land was 

granted by the previous head of the empire who was dethroned by the one who issued the 

recent chrysobull. This document has to apply rhetorical instruments in order to obscure this 

context and to explain the emperor’s act. It is worth noting that Nikephoros III is represented 

in a positive manner, while Alexios I’s ascension to the imperial throne is portrayed with a 

conventional phrasing, a slightly euphemistic one in regard to the political background, in 

the chrysobull.487 Other sources also suggest the representation of the Komnenian usurpation 

as an affair separated from the personality of Nikephoros III. Alexios’ good relations to his 

predecessor before the rebellion helped the arguments of the chrysobull too. If Leo Kephalas 

really belonged to the circle of the Komnenoi even before their conspiracy, his loyalty to 

                                                             
484 Germaine Rouillard, ‘Un grand bénéficiaire sous Alexis Comnène: Léon Képhalas’, BZ, 30 (1929–30), pp. 

447–48. 
485 ὁ… πατρῴου τοῦ αὐτοκράτορος θεράποντος υἱός, Λέων ὁ Κεφαλᾶς…, Alexias, vol. 1, p. 154, 5. 5. 3. 
486 Lavra, vol. 1, p. 243, no. 44, l. 3; p. 258, no. 48, ll. 3–5; p. 261, no. 49, ll. 4–8. 
487 The document refers to Nikephoros III as ‘formerly ruling” (προβεβασιλευκὼς) and ‘famous emperor’ 

(ἀοιδίμου βασιλέως), Lavra, vol. 1, p. 243, no. 44, ll. 10, 14. 



132 
 

Alexios and Nikephoros III would seem identical to the editors of the imperial charter due 

to the circumstances of that time. 

Another aspect indicates that Kephalas joined the coup d’état of the Komnenoi. A com-

parison can be drawn with the well-known case of George Monomachatos, the doux of 

Dyrrachion after Basilakes’ fall. Monomachatos made a double-dealing policy during the 

plot of the Komnenoi despite his good relation to Alexios.488 The latter did not forget this 

unreliability, and replaced Monomachatos by George Palaiologos in the governorship of 

Dyrrachion after his ascension to the throne.489 With regard to this analogy, it would not 

have been surprising, if Kephalas and his family had shown a supportive attitude to the Kom-

nenoi during the rebellion at least. Nevertheless, the lack of clear evidence allows us only 

speculations on the situation at the moment of usurpation. 

We have significantly more information on Leo’s career and opportunities in the years 

following the establishment of the Komnenian government. Kephalas was appointed to con-

siderable military positions in the early years of Alexios I’s reign. Both Anna Komnene and 

an imperial chrysobull in 1086 mention Leo’s brave opposition to the Norman invaders as 

the governor of Larissa during the siege of the town.490 The same charter entitles Kephalas 

as proedros and katepano of Abydos.491 Leo’s real positions cannot be determined without 

difficulties. There is no distinct information on his office, when he defended Larissa against 

Bohemund and his army. The katepano suffered a considerable evolution from a high com-

mand, equal to the doux, to a minor military official in the Komnenian period.492 The afore-

mentioned chrysobull was, however, issued in the early years of Alexios’ reign, when the 

decline of the katepano probably did not occurred, or was not complete. One cannot doubt 

the significance of Abydos after the devastating invasion of the Seljuk Turks in Asia Minor. 

Leo does not appear as an important figure in the concurrent political scene of the imperial 

court. Still, he was a loyal servant of Alexios I, and thus, was appointed to key strategical 

points of the empire that Larissa and Abydos were in that time. 

Beside his position, Leo’s court titles also deserve attention. Kephalas’ honorary digni-

ties seem to be inferior to his offices he concurrently held. He was designated bestarches 

when he was the leader of the bestiaritai, bestarches or magistros when he defended Larissa 

                                                             
488 Alexias, vol. 1, pp. 51–53, 1. 16. 2–7. 
489 Alexias, vol. 1, p. 111, 3. 9. 4, pp. 116–17, 3. 12. 1. 
490 Alexias, vol. 1, p. 154, 5. 5. 3; Lavra, vol. 1, p. 258, no. 48, ll. 3–4. 
491 Lavra, vol. 1, p. 258, no. 48, l. 3. 
492 Glykatzi-Ahrweiler, ‘Recherches sur l’administration’, p. 66. 
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against the Normans, and proedros when he governed Abydos.493 Cheynet stresses that 

Kephalas is the only example of the combination of katepano and proedros in that time 

according to the sources. We can approach this problem not just from the viewpoint of ad-

ministration, but from that of Kephalas too. The fact that Leo held considerable positions 

together with relatively low dignities in the period of the devaluation of titles is striking. It 

is likely that such tendency did not last for both the reigns of Nikephoros III and Alexios I. 

Nikephoros did not put an end to the policy of lavish designations performed by his prede-

cessors. Alexios started a more careful management of honorary dignities nonetheless. 

Therefore, it is possible that Alexios entrusted higher offices to Kephalas, while he bestowed 

higher titles on his loyal servant with great care. In the same time, these relatively inferior 

dignities indicate that their owner, Leo Kephalas, had been appointed to lower positions 

during the reign of Nikephoros III. This is only a hypothesis due to the lack of evidence, still 

it contradicts the idea that Kephalas was an influencing general of the army in the eve of the 

Komnenian coup d’état. 

It is also an interesting problem whether Leo Kephalas was a ‘man’ of Alexios I. In this 

dissertation, it has been demonstrated how close ties between individuals, especially between 

the emperor and his favoured official, functioned and were described with several terms in 

contemporary Byzantium. In this terminology, we can find the word oiketes, which was 

rarely used in this sense and, like doulos, could generally mean a citizen as the subject of the 

ruler too. This problem occurs when a chrysobull of Alexios I calls Leo Kephalas ‘prudent 

oiketes’ in 1089.494 This term sometimes appears in the imperial documents of Alexios I, yet 

it is never adopted in the other chrysobulls concerning the Kephalades. The appearance of 

this word in the latest imperial narrative about Leo may imply a change in the relation be-

tween Alexios and Kephalas. However, any kind of explicit reference to the emperor is miss-

ing in the phrase that would show the direct ties between the two individuals. The chrysobull 

begins with the mention of ‘loyal ones among the oiketai’, where the notion of loyalty would 

be an unnecessary phrasing, if the document really referred to the emperor’s close attend-

ants.495 Thus the chrysobull deals with citizens in general instead of the ‘men’ of the ruler, 

                                                             
493 There is no evidence about Kephalas’ title during his charge in Larissa. Nevertheless, the siege of Larissa, 

in which he was involved, happened approximately in a year after the chrysobull of 1082, which calls him 

bestarches. In 1084, he was designated magistros, the next dignity above bestarches. It is a question whether 

the title of magistros was granted by the emperor to Leo together with his appointment to Larissa, or it was a 

reward for his efforts during the defence of the town. 
494 ἀλλ᾿ ἐν δυσὶ δωρεαῖς, αἷς αὐτὸν ὡς οἰκέτην εὐγνώμονα ἐφιλοτιμήσατο, Lavra, vol. 1, p. 262, no. 49, l. 19. 
495 Εἰ καὶ τοῖς ἄλλοις πιστοῖς τῶν οἰκετῶν καὶ εὐ vacat καταφαίνεται καὶ ἀγέραστος, Lavra, vol. 1, p. 261, no. 

49, l. 4. 
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and it is the same case when this charter calls Kephalas an oiketes. Conclusively, there is no 

evidence that Leo Kephalas was ever granted such an honourable designation. 

Kephalas was granted several estates by Nikephoros III and Alexios I. We know more 

about the donations given by the Komnenian emperor, yet the nature of the source material 

only allows us to make careful statements on the increase of imperial favour after the suc-

cessful usurpation of the Komnenoi. Nikephoros gave him a deserted land (klasma) of 334 

modioi at Tadrinou in the fiscal district (petiton) of Derkos, and Alexios confirmed this grant 

in 1082. Some time later, the latter emperor bestowed a proasteion called Ano in the theme 

of Makedonia, and, in 1084, he granted another estate at Mesolimna near Thessalonike. Two 

years later, Alexios donated a village called Chostiane in the theme of Moglena after Leo’s 

successful defence of Larissa. Except the earliest case, the extent of donations remains in 

obscurity, since the imperial chrysobulls were mainly confirmations of praktika previously 

issued by lower officials. Those praktika definitely included the measurements or at least 

the delimitations of the estates. Hence the chrysobulls in 1084 and 1086 ignored such infor-

mation, and focused on the rights given to the new owner. Whatever extent these estates had, 

they definitely played an important role in the inheritance of the family. 

The aforementioned four lands were given to the children of Kephalas as their heritage. 

Evidence about this action is provided by an imperial chrysobull, which confirms the rights 

of the heirs on their inherited property. This document also refers to the testament of Leo 

Kephalas, yet it mentions few details concerning this event: ‘When he gave his final will to 

his children, he transmitted their possession in the manner of a landlord, and ordered that 

those [lands] be governed by them and their families.’496 It is also important that Leo’s chil-

dren sent a common request to the emperor for the confirmation.497 For the latter fact and 

the very short description of the testament prevent us from knowing the details of the inher-

itance. The chrysobull neither refers to the number of the heirs nor mention any specific 

name from the family except Leo Kephalas. It is worth noting too that there is no explicit 

reference to Leo’s death in the charter, yet the children’s request and the use of past time 

concerning Leo’s matters indicates that he passed away before this document.498 Our 

knowledge about the heirs becomes clearer for another document. 

                                                             
496 τελευταίας οὗτος διατάξεις ἐκθέμενος ἐπὶ τοὺς αὐτοῦ παῖδας τὴν τούτων δεσποτικῶς μετεβίβασε κατοχήν, 

καὶ δεσπόζεσθαι τὰ τοιαῦτα παρὰ τούτων καὶ τοῦ μέρους αὐτῶν διετάξατο, Lavra, vol. 1, p. 262, no. 49, ll. 

50–52. 
497 Lavra, vol. 1, p. 262, no. 49, l. 52. 
498 Especially the reference to Leo’s ownership over those estates written in aoristos implies his death: Εἶχε 

μὲν οὕτω ταῦτα, Lavra, vol. 1, p. 262, no. 49, l. 47. 
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The donation of Nikephoros Kephalas is a crucial element of the affairs of his family. 

Nikephoros was one of Leo’s sons, and granted some estates to the Monastery of Lavra in 

1115, confirming it with a document. The importance of this act is clearly proven by a re-

mark of the confirmation stating that Nikephoros had to give all documents related to the 

granted estates.499 The aforementioned imperial chrysobulls were definitely transferred to 

the archives of the monastery then. Therefore, our information about the Kephalades’ situa-

tion remained as a result of Nikephoros’ decision. 

The document clearly shows the reasons and motives of Nikephoros for his donation. 

Approximately thirty lines are missing at the beginning of the text, and they may have in-

cluded some important information. Still, the remaining part of the document provides a 

complete narrative about the specific affair. Nikephoros justified his action by childlessness 

after two wives and by the hope of salvation.500 This explanation is crucial for understanding 

the situation of the family. It is evident according to these lines that a branch of the family 

was about to become extinct. Furthermore, Nikephoros’ personal motives and deeds can also 

indicate the wider context of his kindred. However, before a detailed analysis of the family, 

we have to deal with the estates donated by Nikephoros. 

The granted property raises questions concerning the circumstances after the death of 

Leo Kephalas. The imperial chrysobull of 1089 on the patrimony of the Kephalades clearly 

presents the possessions transferred to the sons: Tadrinou, Mesolimna, Ano and Chostiane. 

The donation of Nikephoros Kephalas includes Archontochorion, Chostiane, Tadrinou 

(called Adrinou then) and several estates at Traïanoupolis.501 Lemerle and his colleagues 

noticed the difference between the list of properties, identifying Archontochorion with 

Mesolimna and stating the lack of a reference to Ano in the latter affair.502 They also had 

two further hypotheses. They suggested that Ano was in the hand of another branch of the 

family. Furthermore, they assumed that the majority of Leo Kephalas’ heritage was pos-

sessed by Nikephoros as the last surviving child.503 In truth, despite the well-disposed theo-

ries of Lemerle and his colleagues, the changes in the patrimony in the period between Leo’s 

death and Nikephoros’ donation remains in obscurity. Nevertheless, it is necessary to stress 

that the narrative of the granting document seemingly divides the donated property into two 

groups. The first part includes Archontochorion and Chostiane, which are designated as 

                                                             
499 Lavra, vol. 1, p. 313, no. 60, ll. 30–32. 
500 Lavra, vol. 1, p. 313, no. 60, ll. 15–20. 
501 Lavra, vol. 1, pp. 313–14, no. 60, ll. 25–37. 
502 Lavra, vol. 1, pp. 330, 337. 
503 Lavra, vol. 1, p. 337. 
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inherited properties. The other group involves Tadrinou and the properties at Traïanoupolis, 

which were acquired by Nikephoros in other ways. The fate of Tadrinou under the Kepha-

lades and the silence about Ano may be the most curious part of the case. Ano could disap-

pear from later documentation, since it might have been sold by Nikephoros himself or by 

his brother. Still it seems more likely that Ano was possessed by the sibling or his heirs in 

the time of Nikephoros’ donation. According to this, Nikephoros possibly acquired Tadrinou 

by payment from his kin instead of inheritance. Beside the problem of Tadrinou and Ano the 

most important element is that Nikephoros Kephalas originally inherited half of the patri-

mony by the will of his father. This fact is significant in regard to the extent of the family. 

It is a question how many siblings shared the patrimony inherited from Leo Kephalas. 

This problem occurs even in the chrysobull of 1089, which has no remarks on the number 

of Leo’s children, and it does not call any of them by name. Nikephoros is the only identified 

son of Leo. Theodore Kephalas was the abbot of Lavra in the time of the donation, but the 

document does not indicate his kinship with Nikephoros.504 Consequently, there is no evi-

dence of the exact relation between the two Kephalades, yet Theodore’s office probably 

played an important role in Nikephoros’ decision about the endowment.505 A wider kinsfolk 

definitely existed in this time, since the family survived the generation of Nikephoros and 

Theodore as it is demonstrated by sigillary evidence from later periods.506 It is important to 

note that Nikephoros had lawful heirs even without children, who were partly his relatives 

by blood.507 The Byzantine customs of inheritance was essentially equitable, which provided 

equal portions from the heritage, especially in the case of landed property, at least among 

the successors of the same gender.508 As it has been mentioned above, Nikephoros succeeded 

two estates, half of his father’s landed fortune, as customary legacies. This strongly implies 

that Nikephoros had one brother who originally acquired Tardinou and Ano by the will of 

their father. Furthermore, the fact that Nikephoros demanded the monks to commemorate 

only him and his parents implies his brother was still alive in the time of the donation. This 

does not completely resolve the problem of kindred however. 

                                                             
504 Lavra, vol. 1, p. 313, no. 60, ll. 7–9. 
505 Lavra, vol. 1, pp. 312, 337. There are some uncertainties concerning Theodore, yet he appears to hold the 

office of hegoumenos for a relatively long period, recorded in 1107, 1115 and 1116, Lavra, vol. 1, p. 54. 
506 Rev.: Γραφὰς Κεφαλᾶ Νικήτα καὶ πρακτέα ἐπισφραγίζοις, νικητά στρατηλάτα, Wassiliou-Seibt, Corpus, 

vol. 1, pp. 173–74, no. 308. The obverse bears the iconography of Theodore Stratelates or Niketas. Rev.: 

Γραφὰς Μανουὴλ τοῦ Κεφαλᾶ κρατύνω, Wassiliou-Seibt, Corpus, vol. 1, p. 176, no. 315. The obverse bears 

the iconography of the Virgin (Theotokos Episkepsis). 
507 Lavra, vol. 1, p. 313, no. 60, ll. 53, 57. 
508 Jean-Claude Cheynet, ‘Aristocracy and Inheritance (11th–13th Centuries)’, in Cheynet, Aristocracy, no. 4, 

pp. 13–18. 
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The most curious part of the situation was that Nikephoros bequeathed none of these 

estates to the rest of his kin. The document indicates a couple of heirs who could have main-

tained the property in the hands of the Kephalades after Nikephoros’ death. The donator tells 

in his document that ‘I realised that I have to grant and donate lands acquired from paternal 

heritage to the aforementioned holiest great Lavra for the memory of me and my ances-

tors.’509 Several other cases reveal that childless landowners did not necessarily prefer the 

closest living relatives in their wills.510 It is interesting that Nikephoros Kephalas’ donation 

does not contain any instruction, which indicates the use of the granted lands in favour of 

his kindred except the conventional request for the commemoration. At first sight, in the 

case of Nikephoros, personal interests, whether they were really pious or not, exceeded the 

benefits of the family as the quoted lines imply. The memory of ancestors did not equal the 

improvement of the economic basis of the remaining kin. However, there is an element, 

which deserves further consideration. 

For the issue of the family, Theodore’s role needs a more careful examination. It has 

been mentioned that there is no evidence about the exact kinship between the abbot and 

Nikephoros. In the same way, Theodore’s part in the donation and in the management of the 

estates after the grant remains obscure. In her study, Morris reveals the complicate ties be-

tween the monasteries and the Byzantine élite.511 A certain control of the donating, especially 

the founding, family over the monastic community was a major element of this relation.512 

The fact that Theodore, the donator’s relative, is mentioned only once in the document is 

striking. It is true that approximately thirty lines of the text is missing due to the bad condi-

tion of the parchment. This lost part may have paid more attention to Theodore, but such an 

idea remains hypothetical. It is more important that the more detailed instructions of this 

document lack any reference to Theodore. It is unlikely that such ties between the donator 

and the leader of the monastic community did not have a great significance in the affair. The 

document apparently fails to represent the correlation nevertheless. It appears possible that 

Theodore played an informal role in maintaining the connection between the monastery, the 

donated lands and the other kin after Nikephoros’ death.513 Although the rest of the family 

                                                             
509 δεῖν ἔγνων δωρήσ[α]σ(θαί) τε (καὶ) ἀφιερῶσαι τὰ προσόντα μοι ἐκ γονικῆς κληρουχί(ας) κτήμ(α)τ(α) 

μνήμ(ης) ἕνεκα ἐμοῦ τὲ καὶ τῶν γονέων μου εἰς τ[ὴν] εἰρημ(ένην) εὐαγεστάτ(ην) μεγάλην Λαύραν, Lavra, vol. 

1, p. 313, no. 60, ll. 18–20. 
510 Cheynet, ‘Inheritance’, pp. 19–21. 
511 Rosemary Morris, ‘The Byzantine aristocracy and the monasteries’, in Byzantine aristocracy, pp. 112–37. 
512 Morris, ‘Monasteries’, pp. 125–26. 
513 However, the control of the Kephalades over the donated lands was not as strong and direct as the authority 

of the families over the property of their own private monasteries. Furthermore, such influence of the Kepha-

lades on Lavra definitely disappeared by time, after the death of Theodore Kephalas at the latest. 
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remains in obscurity, the conditions of Nikephoros during his career are manifest in the re-

marks of the document. 

The several properties in Traïanoupolis indicates some features of Nikephoros’ career. 

These estates were the only, which did not belong to the inherited patrimony of the Kepha-

lades according to our sources on the one hand. Therefore, they appear to be Nikephoros’ 

own attainments. Numerous and different types of possessions are recorded in a well-defined 

and restricted area of the empire in this account on the other hand. The donation gives a short 

enumeration of estates granted to Lavra in the town and its vicinity: ‘also, at Traïanoupolis, 

my houses, rent houses inside the town together with vineyards, gardens, waste grounds, 

pastures and other possessions outside the town with their privileges…’514 This passage 

shows a considerable concentration of property in the area of the Traïanoupolis that indicates 

the importance of this location. It is difficult to compare the several estates in the hands of 

Nikephoros, since our sources remain silent about the extent of the lands except Tadrinou. 

Nonetheless, the relatively high number of estates implies that this lot of estates probably 

overpassed the other scattered and separate properties in size. Furthermore, the text evidently 

distinguishes (residential) ‘houses’ from buildings for rent. Thus, it seems reasonable to sug-

gest that Traïanoupolis served Nikephoros as a place of residence. He probably held posi-

tions in the provincial administration of Makedonia, the district, to which the town belonged. 

Nikephoros’ title, proedros, suited a higher official, but not the highest ones, of local gov-

ernment in the last years of Alexios I’s reign, yet there is no evidence of his distinct func-

tions. 

The patrimony of the Kephalades correlates a curious history of a family. The founder 

of this considerable property, Leo Kephalas, could hold high expectations for his own career 

and his family, being a successful and favoured officer of Alexios I. However, the rising of 

the family appears to end after Leo’s death. Nikephoros, Leo’s only identified, but definitely 

not the solely existing heir, appears to be a provincial official and landowner. He still pos-

sessed substantial landed property, which included the majority of the patrimony left by his 

father, until the donation. However, our source presents the position of Nikephoros, and it 

pays little attention to the kindred. The donation of the landed property to the Monastery of 

Great Lavra indicates an interesting attitude of a landowner towards his property and 

                                                             
514 ἀλλὰ μὴν (καὶ) τὰ κ(α)τὰ τ(ὴν) Τραϊανούπ(ο)λ(ιν) ἐντὸ(ς) τοῦ κάστρου οἰκήματά μου (καὶ) ἐνοικικά, σύν 

γε τῶν ἔξωθ(εν) τοῦ κ(ά)στρ(ου) ἀμπελών(ων) χωραφί(ων) χέρσων νομαδιαί(ας) γῆς (καὶ) λοιπ(ῶν) δικαί(ων) 

(καὶ) προνομί(ων) ἀυτῶν [sic!], Lavra, vol. 1, p. 314, no. 60, ll. 35–37. 



139 
 

extended family, when his branch was about to become extinct. In general, the case of the 

Kephalades reveals the ambiguous connection of the lesser élite with its estates. 

5. 2 Eudokia’s dowry and the hungry landlords: the social background 

of a sales contract 

Impoverishment was a substantial problem in the second-tier élite. Wealth was not an 

essential factor of élite status in Byzantium however.515 Poverty appears in the case of a 

certain Eudokia, daughter of George Burion who sold her dotal estate in Chalkidike to the 

Athonite Monastery Docheiariou in 1112. The transaction raised numerous problems due to 

the legal context, and it required the involved individuals to treat the affair with great care. 

This subchapter pays considerable attention to the discrepancies concerning the event. This 

interest, however, aims to reveal the nature of the ties between the local landholders and 

authorities. The case also implies the characteristics of self-representation that needs consid-

eration too. 

A detailed documentation of this affair exists owing to the involvement of the Monas-

tery Docheiariou. The archives of this monastic community preserve the sales contract, 

which is a complicated document in fact. There are two main texts on the parchment: the 

real contract of Eudokia, the seller of her own dotal estate, and the approval by her husband, 

Stephen Rasopolos.516 Furthermore, the contract contains some transcriptions of entirely dif-

ferent charters and of passages from different documents. This latter detail is crucial for our 

investigation. 

Although the whole affair did not last for a long time, it was complicated due to legal 

problems. Its complexity provides us with several advantages, since it prompted a high pro-

duction of documents. The whole affair began with the written petition (deesis) of Eudokia 

to Andronikos Doukas, doux and praetor of Thessalonike and Serres.517 In her request, Eu-

dokia asked the governor to order the issue of a decree (dekreton, hypomnema) recognizing 

the legality of selling her dotal estate.518 She declared that she had been forced to sell her 

dowry by the terrible pecuniary conditions of her family. She asked the doux for help, since 

alienation of such property was firmly restricted by the laws.519 Andronikos Doukas accepted 

                                                             
515 See this issue in subchapters 1. 1 and 2. 2. 
516 It is worth noting that attachment of such confirmation seems unique in regard to Byzantine diplomatic 

material: Neville, Authority, p. 146. 
517 Docheiariou, pp. 67–68, no. 3, l. 10, 15–16. 
518 Docheiariou, p. 68, no. 3, l. 19. 
519 Docheiariou, pp. 67–68, no. 3, l. 9–10, 17–19. 
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Eudokia’s argument, and, thus, the issue of the written decree was devolved on Elpidios 

Chandrenos, a subordinate of the governor. Elpidios discussed the lawfulness of the demand 

together with a council of dignitaries, and they examined Eudokia herself too. It was ascer-

tained by the council at the end of the investigation that the economic status of her family 

indeed justified the sale of the dowry.520 Eudokia made the contract, by which she received 

twenty-eight nomismata for the estate, with Docheiariou.521 The role of this process was to 

avoid any legal charge due to ignorance of laws after the agreement. 

The contract and the whole affair have attracted some scholarly interest. Modern studies 

on this case demonstrates the abundance of elements in the affair, which need observation. 

Cheynet analysed the case of Eudokia in regard to inheritance and anthroponomastics.522 

Neville uses the contract in her investigation on the political conditions of the provincial 

society in Byzantium.523 Both scholars express their doubts about Eudokia’s argument as 

she gives unclear statements about her husband’s property or, at least, about his incomes.524 

Reading the contract confirms their scepticism. However, not only Eudokia’s narrative 

causes problems, but the other transcribed documents make the complete affair questionable. 

Problems occur even in Eudokia’s family background. Eudokia was the daughter of 

Gregory Bourion patrikios and wife of Stephen Rasopolos protospatharios.525 Research for 

the family names of these individuals gives no success to scholars however, since there is no 

more evidence of them. Interesting information is given by those references of the contract 

which state that the offered estate had been owed by a certain Plastaras earlier.526 It is cer-

tainly a family name, and it is mentioned in other documents later centuries, referring to 

holders of several lands near Thessalonike.527 Nicolas Oikonomidès, the editor of the con-

tract, opines that this property was obtained by Eudokia’s father as a dowry.528 The evidence 

for the exact way of the transmission of the land is not clear. Nevertheless, the hypothesis 

leads to another idea that the estate in question did not belong to the core property of 

                                                             
520 Docheiariou, pp. 68–69, no. 3, l. 13–15, 24–35. 
521 Docheiariou, pp. 69–70, no. 3, l. 39–40. 
522 Cheynet, ‘Inheritance’, passim; idem, ‘Aristocratic Anthroponymy’, no. 3, p. 15. In the latter study, Cheynet 

refers to this contract as an evidence of using family names at the lower levels of Byzantine élite in the begin-

ning of twelfth century. 
523 Neville, Authority, pp. 144–47, 161–62. 
524 Cheynet, ‘Inheritance’, p. 25; Neville, Authority, p. 146. 
525 Docheiariou, p. 67, no. 3, l. 1–2. The first reference of George misses his dignity, which appears later in the 

quote of Chandrenos’ decree (idem, p. 68, no. 3, l. 15–16). 
526 Docheiariou, p. 70, no. 3, l. 41, 51. 
527 Lavra, vol. 2, p. 10, no. 71, l. 57; p. 465, no. 109, l. 465. 
528 Docheiariou, p. 63. 
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Eudokia’s family. Still, we have little information about the families to determine the posi-

tion of Eudokia and her family in the local élite. 

The extent of the whole property in the hand of the family is also a significant question. 

Eudokia sold her estate, which was divided into three portions without common borders 

according to the delimitation, near Bryai kastron. The contract explicitly suggests that the 

transaction did not involve the whole dowry, not even all the dotal estates.529 The landed 

property of Eudokia and her family, therefore, evidently surpassed the property presented in 

the document.530 However, the measurement of the estates, which are not considered by the 

contract, remains in obscurity. 

The contract and the transcribed documents stress the poverty of the family, but the 

argument raises doubts. The financial crisis of the family is an essential part of the narrative, 

since it is the only reason that justifies the sale. It is suspicious according to Neville that the 

contract and the quoted documents ignore Rasopolos’ landed property.531 The document 

sometimes mentions the husband’s bad fortune and impoverishment.532 Rasopolos’ own 

statement in his approval that he placed his only property, half of the paternal house in Thes-

salonike, in escrow is the most direct indication of his financial troubles.533 Nevertheless, 

Eudokia’s petition tells that Stephen certainly had an adequate wealth in the early years of 

their marriage.534 In addition, a new husband had to give property proportional to the dowry 

to his wife according to Byzantine laws, ensuring that his wealth was harmonious with the 

fortune of the spouse’s family.535 The petition unsurprisingly states too that Eudokia was 

married to Stephen Rasopolos by her parents, indicating that Eudokia and Stephen lived in 

a marriage of convenience.536 From this stability, the family declined into a desperate situa-

tion. Eudokia says her husband ‘is in no way able to provide the needs for our life, and he 

does not have the sources of welfare on other ways’.537 The decree of Elpidios Chandrenos 

copied into the contract states that Rasopolos is ‘totally poor… so much that he has deprived 

                                                             
529 Docheiariou, p. 68–69, no. 3, l. 10–11, 37. 
530 This information is important, since the estate was sold for twenty-eight nomismata that was considerably 

less than the fifty nomismata marking the property limit, above which anyone belonged to the ruling stratum 

according to the Byzantine legal tradition: Kazhdan and Ronchey, L’aristocrazia, p. 67. 
531 Neville, Authority, p. 146. 
532 Docheiariou, pp. 68–69, no. 3, lines 17–18, 27–28. 
533 Docheiariou, p. 72, no. 3, ll. 68–69. 
534 Docheiariou, p. 68, no. 3, l. 17. 
535 Cheynet, ‘Inheritance’, pp. 6–7. 
536 Docheiariou, p. 68, no. 3, l. 17. 
537 μηδα[μῶς] δυναμ(έν)ου τὰ πρὸ(ς) ζωὴν ἡμ(ῶν) πορίζεσθ(αι), μήτε ἔχοντες πόθεν ἄλλοθ(εν) ἀφορμὴν 

σ(ωτη)ρίας, Docheiariou, p. 68, no. 3, l. 18. 
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his wife of her daily meal and his children roam naked hither and thither as beggars.’538 The 

transcribed charter also declares that Eudokia and her family was in troubles ‘for a long 

dearth of land and, coming from the former, a lack of the needs of life.’539 The contract and 

the approval include numerous strong statements about Rasopolos’ poverty. However, all 

the related documents fail to describe the nature of the wealth that Rasopolos possessed and 

had to possess for the marriage. Since half of the paternal house was in his hand, the inher-

itance of the patrimony had been done by the time of the documentation. The inherited prop-

erty also had to include estates beside Rasopolos’ residence, but the documents forget to 

mention the loss of all these lands itself.540 The affair including the investigation on its le-

gality has many discrepancies. The contradictions of the case explain the nature of the doc-

uments and the deeds of the involved figures. 

The political aspects of the affair are even more important. The events show the mech-

anisms of relations between landlords and the government and among the local potentates. 

As we have seen above, the sale of the dotal estate had a problematic legal background and 

its solution by the different parties of the case also appears ambiguous. The affair seems to 

be more than only a pursuit of opportunities for the accomplishment of the sale according to 

the laws. The different parties involved in the case practised different techniques to manip-

ulate the progress of the affair. 

Andronikos Doukas had a peculiar role in the confirmation of the sale of Eudokia’s dotal 

estates. As the doux and praetor of Thessalonike and Serres, Doukas was primarily respon-

sible for the judicial matters of the district in theory. However, he in effect took little care of 

the whole affair. In the petition, Eudokia asked Doukas to order Chandrenos to make a de-

cree. This meant that the confirmation was directly made by the logariastes, the deputy of 

the governor. The governor’s role is an interesting point of the process, and the key element 

of the evidence for it is a part of Chandrenos’ decree with the citation of Doukas’ permission: 

                                                             
538 […] (καὶ) ἐξ[εῖπον] συμφώνως ἅπαντες... ὁτὶ ὁ τῆς γυναικὸ(ς) ὁμευνέτ(ης) Στέφανο(ς) ὁ Ῥασοπώλ(ης) 
ἄπορο(ς) ἐστὶ τελείως (καὶ) ἐπὶ τοσοῦτον, ὥστε (καὶ) αὐτ(ῆς) ἐστέρητ(αι) τῆς ἐφημέρου τροφῆς (καὶ) οἱ παῖδες 

αὐτοῦ γυμνῆτες (καὶ) προσαιτοῦντ[ες τῆδ]ε κακεῖσε περιέρχοντ(αι), Docheiariou, p. 69, no. 3, ll. 29–30. 
539 διὰ τὴν πολυχρόνιον τῆς γ(ῆς) ἀφορίαν (καὶ) τὴν ἐκ ταύτης ἔνδειαν τ(ῶν) πρὸς τὸ ζῆν ἀναγκαί(ων), Do-

cheiariou, p. 69, no. 3, l. 27. 
540 However, Smyrlis opines that the lands given to imperial episkepsis in the neighbourhood of Eudokia’s 

dotal estates (Docheiariou, p. 70, no. 3, l. 44) were originally her property confiscated by the state under the 

epibole: Kostis Smyrlis, ‘The fiscal revolution of Alexios I Komnenos: timing, scope, and motives’, TM, 21/2 

(2017), p. 597. Oikonomides provides another interpretation for the neighbouring episkepsis, the usual trans-

formation of an estate deserted for more than thirty years (klasma) into an imperial land: Docheiariou, p. 65. 

The epibole was the confiscation of private lands to harmonise the landed property to the permitted amount of 

tax: Smyrlis, ‘Fiscal revolution’, pp. 594–601; Nicolas Svoronos, ‘L’épibolè à l’époque des Comnènes’, TM, 

3 (1968), pp. 375–95. 



143 
 

‘And, deciding in this way, he gave the permission to her who ordered me those 

word for word: ‘Since the reason, for which you want to sell the estates, befits the 

laws, Chandrenos protoproedros and logariastes should make a decree, as you 

claimed. On January in the fifth indiction.’ And, giving stability and security to the 

honourable permission, there is the ‘Doukas’ written by the hand of the pansebastos 

sebastos, our leader, according to her wish.’541 

This part of the document shows that Doukas’ order to Chandrenos was the permission 

sent to Eudokia, and it reveals the nature and mechanism of connection between the gover-

nor, his subordinate and the petitioner. If there had been a separated command from Doukas, 

Chandrenos might have copied that into his decree. The doux thus used Eudokia as interces-

sor. Doukas was definitely absent from his subordinated district, as it is indicated by Chan-

drenos’ decree. Furthermore, such absence was probably a custom.542 Eudokia had to bring 

the governor’s answer to Chandrenos because the wife and the logariastes could communi-

cate easier than the doux and his subordinate. Nevertheless, the influence of the doux on the 

affair is a more significant question in this situation. 

A careful reading of the document or documents reveals the role of the doux in the 

events. The complexity of the situation comes from the fact that the impact of the governor, 

the logariastes and the council of local potentates on the progress is obscure at first sight. 

The assembly was responsible for holding an inquiry into the legality of Eudokia’s claims. 

Except Chandrenos logariastes, the council included individuals who were related to Thes-

salonike by landed property or kinship.543 Neville opines that the final decision was made 

by the council.544 It is true that the council apparently held a serious inquiry into the issue. 

Nonetheless, one cannot ignore the fact that Andronikos Doukas doux and praetor himself 

states the legality of the sale in his order. The council made a decision, which completely 

                                                             
541 (Καὶ) οὕτω τούτου διαλαμβάνοντο(ς) λύσις ἐπωρέχθη αὐτῆ ταῦτα ἡμῖν προστάσσουσα ἐπὶ λέξε(ων)·  ̒Ἐπεὶ 

(καὶ) νόμοις δοκεῖ ἡ αἰτία, δι᾿ ἣν μέλλεις πωλῆ(σαι) τὸ ἀκίνητον, ὁ πρωτοπρόεδρο(ς) (καὶ) λογαριαστ(ὴς) ὁ 

Χανδρηνὸς ἵνα ποιήση, ὡς ἠτήσω, δέκρετ(ον). Μη(νὶ) Ἰαννου(α)ρ(ίω) ἰνδι(κ)τ(ιῶνος) πέμπτ(ης). ᾿ Ἦν δὲ τῆ 
τιμία ταύτη λύ(σει) παρέχον τὸ ἐμπεδόν τε (καὶ) βέβαιον τὸ ὁ « Δούκας », χειρὶ γεγραμμέν(ον) τοῦ 

πανσεβάστου σεβαστοῦ (καὶ) αὺθ(έν)τ(ου) ἡμῶν πρὸ(ς) τῶ τέλει αὐτ[ῆς], Docheiariu, p. 68, no. 3, ll. 21–23. 
542 Analysing the administration of Hellas and Peloponnesos, Herrin argues that military and civil governors 

stayed away from their province or district more often, than provincial prelates: Herrin, ‘Realities’, p. 266. As 

Herrin argues, the civil governors of Hellas and Peloponnese were almost equivalent to the doukes of other 

districts: idem, p. 257. 
543 Chandrenos’ decree lists the members of the assembly: Docheiariou, p. 68, no. 3, ll. 13–15. 
544 Neville, Authority, p. 162. I supported this idea, the significance of the council in the decision, in an earlier 

study about the case: Márton Rózsa, ‘Thessalonikéi arisztokraták a 12. század első évtizedeiben. Eudokia 

hozománya és a Burtzés testvérek öröksége’, in Judit Gál, István Kádas, Márton Rózsa and Eszter Tarján (eds.) 

Micae mediaevales IV. Fiatal történészek dolgozatai a középkori Magyarországról és Európáról (Budapest, 

2015), pp. 213–28. 
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fitted the opinion of the governor, after a detailed investigation. The inquiry by the assembly 

was possibly a formal process to suit the legal customs. The nature of the sources also implies 

this theory. 

The documents indicate a high pressure on their editors. The reason of this pressure is a 

crucial problem. Neville argues that the compilers of the contract made serious efforts to 

establish the authority of the document.545 The contract clearly shows the attempts of its 

creators. Nevertheless, we cannot neglect the complexity of Chandrenos’ decree too. It ap-

pears that the logariastes transcribed two other documents into his charter in order to avoid 

the responsibility for the suspicious affair. Chandrenos’ made the governor’s own words 

visible for the readers of the decree. Therefore, it suggests that the doux and praetor was 

responsible for the real decision about the case. 

The affair demonstrates another interesting phenomenon that was the expression or rep-

resentation of authority and influence. The representation of power was essential for the 

Byzantine élite. Since the individuals involved in the case were all the members of the ruling 

stratum, one can expect the appearance of this element during the affair. The expression of 

authority and influence could be performed in two ways: by actions throughout the event or 

by the documentation of the incident. Neville rightly argues on the inner tension of the ar-

gument in the contract due to the multifaceted and contradicting self-representation of Eu-

dokia as both a poor and insecure woman and a potent landowner.546 Several elements of the 

contract show that the expression of authority by Eudokia was even stronger. In truth, the 

document implies that she was aware of her social rank whatever economic background she 

had. The decree of Chandrenos well testifies this awareness. Eudokia’s visit to Chandrenos 

with the governor’s order in her hands was a fine opportunity to show her rank in society. 

The contract also supports this representation. The transcription of different documents pri-

marily served the authenticity of the contract. However, this method had a secondary, rep-

resentative, function in this case. The long quote of Chandrenos’ charter tells that not only 

Eudokia had the opportunity to send a petition to the doux and praetor, but the governor 

replied to her appeal. Due to the same decree the contract also includes passages such as 

‘Chandrenos protoproedros and logariastes should make a decree, as you [Eudokia, M. R.] 

claimed’ and ‘there is the ‘Doukas’ written by the hand of the pansebastos sebastos, our 

leader, according to her wish.’ All these details supported a picture of an elevated rank that 

was connected to Eudokia. Of course, she and her family could not expect a considerable 

                                                             
545 Neville, Authority, p. 147. 
546 Neville, Authority, pp. 146–47, 161–62. 
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audience for the contract and the representation in it, but this factor played little role. The 

Byzantine élite seized any opportunity for the portrayal of its own importance, regardless of 

the accessibility of the message. The examples above show that Eudokia used both ways to 

express her authority and influence. 

The sales contract on a dotal estate demonstrates an extreme and obscure case. The dis-

crepancies in the affair and its documentation reveal numerous valuable details about the 

provincial élite in the early Komnenian period however. It is not most important whether 

Eudokia and her family were in as serious economic crisis as the contract represents. The 

narrative of poverty is still the reason for several techniques and methods, which indicate the 

attitude of the second-tier élite towards the importance of representation and power practises. 

5. 3 The patrimony of the Bourtzai: the provincial branch of an élite family 

This case treats provincial matters in the early Komnenian period too. It concerns a 

contract between the Monastery Docheiariou and a landlord about an exchange of landed 

properties. The prominent individual was Nikephoros Bourtzes who is the main interest of 

this subchapter. The documentation of the affair provides useful information about Nikeph-

oros and his family that reveals the conditions of the élite in the provinces. 

Our observation starts from the exchange of properties. In 1117, a certain Nikephoros 

Bourtzes made a contract with the Monastery Docheiariou on Athos on their two estates. 

Bourtzes sold his land called Roussaion or Rousseon at Bryai or Brya on Chalcidice to the 

monastic community, while the other party gave its workshops on a property in Thessalonike 

and also paid him fifty nomismata in turn.547 The contract clearly states that both actors of 

the affair sought those kinds of estate that they acquire with the agreement.548 The transfer 

appears to be a simple business without any recorded trouble. Therefore, it is not the affair 

of exchange itself that becomes the focus of interest in this analysis. The observation con-

centrates on the figure of Nikephoros Bourtzes. The document provides considerable infor-

mation about the circumstances of Bourtzes. 

Nikephoros was a descendant of a prominent family, the Bourtzai. The genealogy of 

this family is not completely clear, but numerous members are known from the sources. The 

noted history of the Bourtzai began in the tenth century, but their origin remains in 

                                                             
547 Docheiariou, pp. 73–88, no. 4. 
548 Docheiariou, p. 83, no. 4, ll. 14–16. 
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obscurity.549 The first and most illustrious representative of the family was Michael Bourtzes 

doux of Antioch. His fame is indicated by the fact that John Skylitzes and Anna Komnene 

refer to several Bourtzai’s kinship with Michael.550 The Bourtzai primarily flourished in the 

army throughout the eleventh century.551 We have evidence of several representatives of the 

family in the reign of Alexios I. Beside Nikephoros, the sources mention Michael Bourtzes 

toparches of Choma and Cappadocia, his son, Bardas, and Constantine Bourtzes, landowner 

whose relation to the contemporary kin is unknown.552 One cannot forget Nikephoros Melis-

senos who was related to the Bourtzai from his paternal side but adopted his mother’s family 

name.553 The evidence shows that the family maintained at least a part of their old influence 

in the early twelfth century despite their serious losses in the Seljuk invasion. Constantine 

Bourtzes’ testimony shows that the house was granted several landed properties in the Bal-

kans in compensation for the lost estates in Asia Minor. Nikephoros Melissenos could be the 

key point for the relatively good conditions of the family. Bardas Bourtzes also appears as a 

prominent figure, since the little evidence for his activities suggests his strong ties with the 

imperial court. 

Due to the affair, we have some valuable information about the branch of Nikephoros 

Bourtzes. Since the estate that was the subject of the exchange was an inherited property, the 

document had to record Bourtzes’ immediate family to explain the legal background of the 

possession. The contract mentions Nikephoros’ father, Samuel Bourtzes, sister, Eudokia 

Bourtzaina, and her daughter.554 The connection between the branch of Nikephoros and the 

rest of the house is dubious. Cheynet reconstructs an incomplete family tree from the gener-

ation of Michael Bourtzes doux of Antioch to that of Eudokia’s daughter. According to 

Cheynet’s idea, the grandsons of Michael doux, Michael, Theognostos and Samuel, estab-

lished three separate branches. Nikephoros belonged to one founded by Samuel Bourtzes, 

his great grandfather.555 Numerous questions remain open in regard to this genealogy. One 

of the problems is the origin of Nikephoros’ given name, since it has no evidence in the 

                                                             
549 There was a dispute about the question whether the Bourtzai had Arabic or Armenian origins. Nevertheless, 

the earliest known members bore Greek Christian names instead of Armenian ones, and this suggests Arabic 

background: Cheynet and Vannier, Études, p. 15. 
550 Skylitzes, p. 371, ll. 45–46; p. 377, ll. 94–95; Alexiad, vol. 1, p. 471, 15. 4. 2. 
551 Cheynet and Vannier, Études, p. 16. 
552 Alexiad vol. 1, pp. 110–11, 3. 9. 3; pp. 471–473, 15. 4. 2–7; Iviron, vol. 2, pp. 228–232, no. 52, ll. 1–158. 
553 Bryennios, pp. 85, 1. 6. Although the adoption of a maternal family name was not unconventional in By-

zantium in general, it was more usual among women: J.-C. Cheynet, Aristocratic Anthroponymy, pp. 22–23. 

Cheynet opines that the name change was possibly inspired by the decline of the Bourtzai and the growing 

difference between their fame and the prestige of the Melissenoi: Cheynet and Vannier, Études, p. 41. 
554 Docheiariou, p. 83, no. 4, ll. 10–11. 
555 Cheynet and Vannier, Études, p. 55. 
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ancestry. He could receive Nikephoros after his anonymous paternal grandfather, his unre-

corded maternal grandfather or an unknown uncle in theory. In the latter two cases, Nikeph-

oros had to have an older brother at least. The lack of information prevents any solution and 

more precise theory about this problem. 

Given the prestige of the ancestry, it is a question which position Nikephoros Bourtzes 

held in the administration and in the hierarchy. Nikephoros’ status is also important for the 

interpretation of the affair. One can approach this problem from many aspects. Three seals, 

which belonged to a Nikephoros Bourtzes, have been revealed. Cheynet argues that the 

sealer of these bullae was identical with Nikephoros who made the contract of exchange. 

Two of the seals testify that Nikephoros was katepano and was elevated to magistros from 

bestes.556 There is an interesting discrepancy in the contract in regard to the Nikephoros’ 

titles. The document designates Bourtzes as proedros, while Nikephoros calls himself only 

magistros.557 Darrouzès assumes that Bourtzes’ signature at the top of the document was 

added before the contract was written. The scriber probably understood Nikephoros’ eleva-

tion to the rank of proedros and recorded it in the contract.558 Bourtzes’ position thus needs 

further consideration here. The seals were probably issued some years before the contract in 

1117. Therefore, he served as a katepano in a period, by which this office had lost most of 

its old reputation. He was thus responsible for a kastron and its neighbourhood.559 Since the 

honorific dignities simultaneously held by Nikephoros, bestes and magistros, were given to 

lower officials in that time, Bourtzes’ moderate position seems probable. 

Nikephoros’ marriage is also important to better understand his circumstances. The doc-

ument gives not only a short mention of his wife, but her statement is also attached to the 

contract on the same parchment.560 The statement shows that Nikephoros Bourtzes married 

Anna, the daughter of Nicholas Spleniarios proedros.561 We have no more information about 

his father-in-law, but his family was related to several notable officials in the eleventh and 

twelfth centuries. Michael Psellos refers to Spleniarios in one of his letters.562 George Sple-

niarios was judge of the hippodrome and then quaestor in the second half of the twelfth 

                                                             
556 Cheynet and Vannier, Études, pp. 48–49. 
557 Docheiariou, p. 82, no. 4, ll. 1–2. 
558 Docheiariou, p. 77. 
559 The katepano was identical with the doux from the tenth to late eleventh centuries, but became an insignif-

icant office in the reign of Alexios I: H. Glykatzi-Ahrweiler, ‘Recherches sur l’administration’, pp. 66–67. 
560 Docheiariou, pp. 86–88, no. 4, ll. 65–97. 
561 Docheiariou, p. 86, no. 4, l. 65. 
562 Psellos, Scripta minora, p. 155, no. 132, l. 7. 
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century.563 Andronikos Spleniares is recorded as an imperial notary at the sekreton of sea in 

the documents in Athos and Patmos in the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries.564 The 

evidence clearly shows that the Spleniarioi had multiple connections to Constantinople in 

the second half of the period. The connection between this family and the capital is obscure 

in the time of Nikephoros Bourtzes and Anna however. It is also ambiguous where Nicholas 

Spleniarios’ residence was located. Nevertheless, it is important to note that Nikephoros in-

termarried with a family of similar rank according to the title of the father-in-law. It was 

possible that the Spleniarioi already had connections to Constantinople in the early Komne-

nian period. This could well explain the intermarriage between the two families, since the 

Bourtzai definitely had ties with the capital. Thus, Nikephoros could strengthen his connec-

tion to Constantinople through the marital alliance with the Spleniarioi. 

The affair of landed property raises the question about Nikephoros wealth and proper-

ties. The contract obviously describes both the old estate at Bryai and the workshops in 

Thessalonike in details. it is an important information that Nikephoros inherited half of the 

original domain. The other part was bequeathed to his sister, Eudokia, after the death of their 

father. In the time of the exchange, this latter portion was in the hands of Eudokia’s daugh-

ter.565 The contract does not mention the measure of land included by the estate. However, 

fragments of a separate document, which was entirely dedicated to the delimitation of Rous-

saion, have been preserved in the archive of Docheiariou. Fortunately, the signatures of the 

participants contain the extent of the domain that was 6111 modioi.566 The land measured by 

the latter document was probably identical with the estate given by Nikephoros to the mon-

astery.567 The extent of the property and the fact that the patrimony was equally divided 

between Nikephoros and Eudokia are sensitive information. However, Cheynet stresses the 

problem that there is no clear evidence for the rest of Nikephoros’ entire property.568 There-

fore, our evidence for Nikephoros Bourtzes is contradicting. His partage from Roussaion 

alone appears a considerable property. The magnitude of the domain is strengthened by the 

fact too that the monastery had to pay additional fifty nomismata beside the building in 

Thessalonike given in exchange to compensate the difference between the values of the land 

                                                             
563 Sakkos, Ὁ πατήρ μου, vol. 2, p. 155, l. 7; obv.: Ὁ κοιαίστωρ Γεώργιος, rev.: ὁ Σπληνιάριος, Laurent, Corpus, 

vol. 2, p. 622, no. 1121. 
564 Lavra, vol. 1. pp. 353–57, no. 67, ll. 106–107; pp. 356–57, no. 68, ll. 16, 50; Patmos, vol. 2, p. 93, no. 56, 

l. 22; p. 123, no. 59, l. 23; p. 132, no. 60, l. 34. 
565 Docheiariou, p. 83, no. 4, ll. 11, 19. 
566 Docheiariou, p. 90–91, no. 5, ll. 5–22. 
567 However, Oikonomides underlines the problem of the phrasing in the signatures of the participants: Do-

cheiariou, pp. 89–90. 
568 Cheynet, ‘Inheritance’, pp. 14–15. 
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and the building. Nevertheless, it is definitely a crucial problem that there is a lack of infor-

mation about Nikephoros’ complete wealth. The portion of the estate in the whole property 

is in question. It is plausible that Nikephoros had other estates and his landed property as a 

whole was disintegrated.569 His connection to Thessalonike also implies that he had remark-

able possessions in the town beside the new building with the workshops. 

The location of Nikephoros’ residence is also an important but uncertain part of the case. 

The contract does not include any obvious statement about his home. The document refers 

to houses and the mansion of the landlord on the estate.570 However, Roussaion is usually 

called proasteion in the contract and thus it was not the owner’s permanent place of resi-

dence.571 One should pay special attention to Nikephoros’ remark on Roussaion that it was 

too far from Thessalonike for appropriate management.572 This latter passage is a strong 

evidence for the idea that Thessalonike was in the centre of Nikephoros’ interest. It is highly 

probable thus that his residence was located in the town. Nikephoros’ location in Thessalo-

nike is a crucial point to understand his circumstances. His life in a province also determined 

the nature of his personal network. 

There is one more element that testifies Nikephoros’ strong connection to Thessalonike. 

The aforementioned factor about this relation mainly relies on geographical elements. In the 

contract, however, Nikephoros states that, seeking for an opportunity to exchange his distant 

estate for an urban property, he was informed by his ‘friends’ about the interest of Docheiar-

iou.573 The information about the needs of the monastery was definitely a local rumour. The 

figures who helped Nikephoros had to be locals. This passage demonstrates that Nikephoros 

had strong ties in Thessalonike and was an integrant member of the local élite. The situation 

proves the effectivity of his personal network, even if the aim of the action was not too 

ambitious. 

We have to return to Nikephoros’ relatives for a brief discussion. We have dealt with 

the significance of his family background and his kinship to the Spleniarioi by marriage. The 

first problem is that we do not have information about the communication between Nikeph-

oros and his paternal kin. Consequently, we do not know whether Nikephoros was able to 

use his origin. In the generation of Nikephoros’ father, Samuel, the cohesion among the 

                                                             
569 One clue to the fragmental property is that the contract does not mention any other estates, which belonged 

to Nikephoros in the neighbourhood of Roussaion: Docheiariou, p. 83, no. 4, l. 12. 
570 Docheiariou, p. 83, no. 4, l. 13. 
571 Docheiariou, pp. 83–85, no. 4, ll. 9, 12, 34, 48 
572 Docheiariou, p. 83, no. 4, ll. 14–15. 
573 Docheiariou, p. 83, no. 4, l. 15. 



150 
 

Bourtzai was strong. Samuel acquired Roussaion by the donation of Nikephoros Melissenos, 

an offspring of the family.574 The division of the patrimony between Nikephoros and Eudo-

kia strongly suggests that they were the only heirs of Samuel.575 All the other known Bourtzai 

had to be related to them with farther kinship. The whole Byzantine society had admiration 

for the extended family, and this sentiment was even stronger in the Komnenian period.576 

It is thus probable that Nikephoros attempted to maintain active connections to the rest of 

his kin. Still, it is only a speculation. The ambiguity of relations is also a reason for the other 

problem that concerns the marriage policy of the Bourtzai. It is difficult to evaluate the sig-

nificance of the marriage between Nikephoros and Anna for their family. Did Nikephoros 

use this alliance to strengthen his links to Thessalonike and Constantinople or did the Sple-

niarioi exploit their new ties with the Bourtzai to reach the capital? The evidence seems to 

be insufficient for a definite solution. 

The inheritance of landed property by Eudokia Bourtzaina is also an important detail. 

As it has been mentioned, the proportion of Eudokia’s heritage in regard to the estates is 

uncertain. Nevertheless, her division from Roussaion is still striking. Female heirs mostly 

inherited chattels in Byzantium.577 The decision on Eudokia’s share in the landed property 

shows that her role became more significant in the family policy. Her own part from Rous-

saion increased her opportunities for a good marriage, which better served the purposes of 

the Bourtzai. Eudokia and her marriage was a clear tool for the network of her house, par-

ticularly for her branch. From another viewpoint, this detail indicates too that the Byzantine 

élite expected large families in a certain degree. It used the numerous descendants to 

strengthen the houses’ connections. 

The case of Nikephoros Bourtzes shows numerous aspects of the circumstances, in 

which a provincial landlord lived in the early-twelfth-century Byzantium. Numerous details 

of the affair indicate a single phenomenon, the importance of networking. The desire to make 

bonds with the rest of the élite determined even the division of the patrimony among the few 

heirs. The marriage policy of the Bourtzai and Spleniarioi points to the significance of con-

nections to the capital in the provinces. However, it is not clear how these families exactly 
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575 Cheynet, ‘Inheritance’, pp. 14–15. 
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handled their potentials for reaching the Queen of the cities. Nikephoros’ case definitely 

includes elements that suit comparisons with some other results of this thesis. 

5. 4 Dispute over land: a case from the chartulary of Latros 

In the last decades of the period, there was a dispute on an estate, which provides us 

with a picture of the circumstances of powerful landowners. The debate rose between the 

Monastery of Saint Paul on Mount Latros and a family of the local élite, the Karantenoi. The 

affair is recorded by five documents, which remained in a version of the chartulary of the 

aforementioned monastic community copied in the fifteenth century.578 The documents were 

first published by Miklosich and Müller.579 Their edition needed a reconsideration and it also 

includes some lacunae, which are now corrected with the new methods used by Gastgeber 

and Kresten.580 This subchapter focuses on the specific affair of the dispute recorded by the 

several documents. The analysis deals with the instruments, with which the Karantenoi were 

able to maintain their control over the estate, and the nature of the debate that indicates the 

authority of a local family. These are very important factors in an affair, which lasted for 

about three decades. 

The participants and the stages of the affair explain the length of the dispute. In theory, 

the simple situation of two opposing sides characterised the debate. The dispute rose, when 

a certain John Karantenos appropriated the estate called Mesingouma, while he only rented 

it from the imperial monastery on Latros sometime before 1175.581 The first recorded peti-

tion of the monastic community was probably sent to Andronikos I who ordered the restitu-

tion of the petitioner’s rights on the aforementioned land.582 The documents attest that the 

family gained an official confirmation by a praktikon of the local governor, Basil Batatzes 

sebastos, doux and anagrapheus of Mylassa and Melanoudion. The monks deprived of their 

possession requested a following administrator of the same districts, Michael Angelos Dou-

kas Komnenos to confirm their right on Mesingouma. Michael Doukas who usually referred 

to himself in this way allowed the appeal of the monastery, and issued a decree about his 

                                                             
578 Latros, pp. 13–30. The five documents are 11a, 11b, 12, 13a, and 13b. The petitions of the monastery and 

the imperial responses to them are numbered together. 
579 MM, vol. 4, pp. 320–29, nos. 13–15. 
580 Latros, p. 42. 
581 Latros, pp. 190–192, no. 11a, ll. 15–24; p. 213, no. 12, ll. 82–86; pp. 226–28, no. 13a, ll. 4–18. 
582 Latros, pp. 212, no. 12, ll. 87–88. In truth, referring alone to this document, the decree of Michael Doukas 

does not specify, which appeal and imperial lysis is mentioned here. About the identification of these charters, 

see Latros, p. 202, n. 10. 
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decision.583 Since the Karantenoi did not return the estate to the monastic community, the 

latter party delivered a petition to the emperor.584 Alexios III agreed to the request in his 

lysis, and he ordered the local governors to restore the jurisdiction of Latros over Me-

singouma.585 The government then failed to enforce its arrangement on the Karantenoi, and 

John’s son bequeathed the land to another monastery. The monks of Latros had to appeal to 

the emperor again in the time of the fourth crusade. Alexios IV also confirmed the decision 

of Michael Doukas, and this is the last moment of the affair in our records.586 The very brief 

overview may demonstrate the complexity of the affair that resulted in a lasting debate on 

an estate with an olive orchard. It also indicates that this endlessness arose from the strata-

gem of the Karantenoi. 

The Karantenoi had left behind the apogee of their old prestige and authority nonetheless 

long before the dispute arose. They belonged to the old and illustrious families of élite, and 

several members of this house held some key positions of the empire before the reign of the 

Komnenian dynasty. In the late tenth century, the family belonged to the local élite in the 

theme of Anatolikon.587 The most distinguished representative of this house was Constantine 

Karantenos, the brother-in-law of Romanos III.588 The Komnenian period seemingly wit-

nessed the decline of the family, and the lack of kinship with the ruling dynasty certainly 

affected this course.589 The seals of the Karantenoi issued in the ‘long’ twelfth century pro-

vide little information about the position of the family, yet this evidence rather confirms the 

former statement.590 The case and its sources offer a bunch of clues about the circumstances 

of this family through the portrayal of its two representatives. 

John Karantenos primikerios is an important figure for our analysis on the conditions of 

his family. He played a crucial role in the debate as the aggressor and the initiator of the 

                                                             
583 The actual document: Latros, pp. 204–218, no. 12. References to Doukas’ decision in other documents: 
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1090. The obverse depicts the bust of Michael the Archangel. The two homonymous Karantenoi are suggested 

separate individuals. 
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struggle for Mesingouma. According to his influence on the affair, John is mentioned by all 

the documents issued by Latros and the administration to solve the problem. The most im-

portant information about him is that he took the charge of primikerios and his residence was 

located in Mylasa.591 It is also worth noting that John had ended his life before any of the 

documents was dispatched as the earliest charter, the decree of Michael Doukas implies.592 

His function and official authority raises questions, since the dignity of primikerios was re-

lated to numerous positions and charges in the Byzantine Empire.593 However, the fact that 

he lived permanently in Mylasa, the see of a bishopric, decreases the possible offices. Thus, 

it is probable that John Karantenos was the primikerios of the notaries in the aforementioned 

diocese. This position did not give an official power the monastery of Saint Paul had to be 

afraid of in theory. Still this charge could be accompanied by ties and connections that were 

dangerous for the monastic community. 

The situation around John’s son, Leo Karantenos, appears even more uncertain. He con-

tinued the debate with the monks on Mesingouma, yet the possible sources of his power and 

ability to maintain his ownership over the estate remain unrevealed. The decree of Michael 

Doukas refers to the transmission of the land into the hands of a son of John Karantenos 

through inheritance, albeit without mention of the heir’s name.594 The petition of the Mon-

astery of Saint Paul to Alexios IV offers the successor’s name, Leo, noting that he kept the 

estate until his early death.595 Nevertheless, none of the documents indicates John’s office 

or rank that may suggest the authority of his family and its position in the local élite. We do 

not know the exact date of his death, yet it definitely occurred between 1195 and 1204. The 

petition of the Monastery of Saint Paul in 1195 does not refer to Leo himself, but to the 

family with the general term μέρος (part, side). The later appeal of the monks in 1204 calls 

him by his name in a highly negative context however. This implies that Leo’s role became 

important in the dispute after the first petition, and there was a serious debate between him 

and the monastic community on a local basis for years. Therefore, Leo’s death can be rather 

determined closer to 1204. It is a question nonetheless how he was able to repel the imperial 

instructions given by Alexios III on behalf of the monastery after its ‘first’ appeal. 

The praktikon of Basil Batatzes plays an interesting role in the affair. This decree of 

Batatzes, a governor of Mylasa and Melanoudion, belonged to those documents, which were 

                                                             
591 Latros, p. 190, no. 11a, ll. 16–17. 
592 Latros, p. 190, no. 11a, ll. 15; p. 204, no. 12, ll. 3–9, pp. 226–28, no. 13a, ll. 16–18. 
593 Guilland, Institutions, vol. 1, pp. 300–12. 
594 Latros, p. 214, no. 12, ll. 114–15. 
595 Latros, p. 228, no. 13a, ll. 25–29. 
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issued during the debate between the Monastery of Saint Paul and the Karantenoi, more 

specifically around 1189.596 It evidently gave instructions about Mesingouma in favour of 

the latter party. According to Michael Doukas and his document, Batatzes recorded the estate 

as a part of the patrimony possessed by the Karantenoi in his praktikon.597 It is also men-

tioned that Batatzes provided the family with an extract from the cadastre that enumerated 

the taxes laid on Mesingouma.598 This latter action was also beneficial for the Karantenoi 

against fiscal agents, since Mesingouma was definitely granted exemptions from several 

burdens. Thus, Batatzes was considerably generous to the family in regard to the circum-

stances. The debate had arisen years before Batatzes issued his praktikon, he consequently 

had to learn about the affair in time. It seems implausible that such a generosity was given 

without good connections between Basil Batatzes and John Karantenos. However, our 

sources pay to little attention to this specific episode for a more detailed analysis and more 

obvious conclusions.599 In the same time, Batatzes’ activity had a significant effect on the 

following development of the dispute. 

The involvement of the doux apparently influenced the decree of his successor, Michael 

Doukas.600 On the one hand, the document of the latter governor includes a highly detailed 

and long argument on the side of the monastery of Saint Paul. On the other, it absolutely 

exceeded the stylistic quality of the other existing writings, decrees and petitions, related to 

the affair. The introduction of Doukas’ decree is based on biblical quotations, notably the 

one from the Psalm 37: ‘I have seen the wicked in great power, and spreading himself like a 

                                                             
596 This governor was probably identical with Basil Batatzes, the domestikos of the east and doux of Thrakesion, 

later the domestikos of west who was killed in a campaign against the rebelling Bulgarians around 1193, Cho-

niates, History, vol. 1, p. 400, ll. 74–77; pp. 435–36, ll. 61–67; p. 446, ll. 63–69; Polemis, Doukai, p. 107. 

Niketas Choniates states that Basil had a humble origin (Choniates, History, vol. 1, p. 400, ll. 74–75), despite 

the close relation between the imperial houses and some Batatzai. Cheynet doubts the trustworthiness of Byz-

antine accounts on the ancestry of élite members (Cheynet, Pouvoir, p. 256). Polemis consider Basil as the 

father of John III Doukas (Batatzes) of Nicaea, yet the historian also refers to the historical problems of this 

idea: Polemis, Doukai, p. 107, n. 5. 
597 Latros, p. 212, no. 12, ll. 89–93. 
598 Latros, p. 212, no. 12, ll. 93–94. 
599 It is worth noting that Batatzes also issued another extract from the cadastre for the opposite party, the 
Monastery of Saint Paul, in order to confirm its possessions: Latros, pp. 178–80, no. 10. The document origi-

nally recorded the estates under the jurisdiction of the monastic community, yet, unfortunately, Chortasmenos, 

the copyist of our only known version of the chartulary, neglected to transcribe the names of the separate lands. 

Therefore, there is no evidence that Mesinguma is ignored in that document. However, the other aforemen-

tioned sources indicate this action. The absence of Mesinguma from the confirmation of the landed property 

of the monastery could also strengthen the position of the Karantenoi. We know a seal type of Batatzes, which 

was identical with the one applied for the confirmation: Ταῖς τοῦ σεβαστοῦ Βατάτζη Βασιλείου γραφαῖς τὸ 

κῦρος, παντάνασσα, σὺ δίδου, Zacos and Veglery, Lead Seals, pp. 1549–50, no. 2740 (the document quotes 

the inscription too: Latros, p. 180, no. 10, ll. 41–42). 
600 Michael Doukas, son of John Doukas, was a great-grandson of Alexios I and a cousin of Isaac II and Alexios 

III. After the Fourth Crusade, he established the separate state in Epirus, Polemis, Doukai, pp. 91–92. He was 

a representative of the Angeloi despite his chosen family name. 
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green bay tree. / Yet he passed away, and, lo, he was not: yea, I sought him, but he could not 

be found.’601 In Doukas’ decree, the citation is not correct, since it replaces the phrase ‘the 

wicked’ (τὸν ἀσεβῆ) with ‘man’ (ἄνδρα) for a more obvious reference to Karantenos.602 

Furthermore, Doukas provides a fine rhetorical composition in the final part of his document. 

It refers to his master and kinsman, Isaac II’s attempt to rebuild the old status of the monas-

tery and compares this emperor to Leo VI the Wise who founded this monastic commu-

nity.603 These pieces overpassed the requirements of a conventional document, even by the 

standards of the imperial court. The refined narrative suggests that Doukas tried to perform 

a rhetorical competition with the instructions of his predecessor in the seat of doux. However, 

Batatzes’ influence is manifest in another part of Doukas’ argument. 

Doukas’ decree includes an interesting account about a stage of his investigation. He 

personally visited Larymos, the vicinity of Mesingouma, to make inquiries about the situa-

tion of alienation. The narrative of this action contains some interesting elements: 

‘Since the assessment of Batatzes furnishes Karantenos with a reasonable inher-

itance, of necessity, we have come for interrogation and, from the interrogation, to 

hear what one would say. Because there was no one who did not recite violation 

and plunder at home with the grief of heart. Some people reported the violation and 

plunder of houses, vineyards, inner and outer gardens and trees, others those of 

agricultural places, proasteia, ploughlands and other sorts of property, whom there 

is no way to describe. In the same time, each of them hurled the rights about these 

[possessions] in front of my feet. The following was the most pleasant sight to me. 

The church bawled, the monastery sounded like a trumpet, when it proclaimed the 

tyrannies of the man. Orphans, widows and a further band and group of people sang 

altogether, what they had suffered beforehand. All of them exalted and, so to speak, 

rejoiced that obtained the previously seized property.’604 

                                                             
601 Ps. 37, 35–36 (Ps. 36, 35–36 according to the Septuaginta). 
602 Latros, p. 204, no. 12, ll. 3–6. 
603 Latros, p. 216, no. 12, ll. 131–44. Beside these solutions, returning to the detailed argument, the decree 

frequently applies diplomatic tools by referring to numerous documents, which were related to Mesinguma. 

The most important piece among these references was the apparently complete quotation of Michael Xeros’ 

decree, which re-established the rights of the monastery of Saint Paul after the Seljuk invasion, without doubt: 

Latros, pp. 208–212, no. 12, ll. 41–78. 
604 Ὅτι δὲ ἡ ἀπογραφὴ τοῦ Βατάτζη κλῆρον τινὰ εὔλογον ἐχορήγει τῷ Καραντηνῷ, ἐξ ἀνάγκης ἥκομεν καὶ εἰς 

ἐρωτήσεις καὶ, τί ἄν εἴπῃ τις, ἀκοῦσαι ἐξ ἐρωτήσεως. οὐδὲ γὰρ ἦν ὁ μὴ οἰκείαν βίαν καὶ ἀρπαγὴν ἐξ ὀδύνης 

καρδιακῆς ἐκφωνῶν˙ ἄλλοι μὲν γὰρ οἰκημάτων καὶ ἀμπελώνων καὶ ἔσω περιβόλων καὶ δένδρων βίαν καὶ 

ἀρπαγὴν ὑπεδείκνυον, ἕτεροι χωραφιαίων ἐντοπίων, προαστείων, ζευγηλατείων καὶ ἄλλων, ὧν γράψαι οὐκ 

ἔστιν ὁδός˙ πρὸ ποδῶν ἡμῶν ἕκαστος αὐτῶν καὶ τὰ περὶ τούτων ἐπιρριπτοντες δικαιώματα. καὶ μοι θέαμα 
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At the beginning, there is a clear reference to the influence of Batatzes’ praktikon on the 

events. Furthermore, it demonstrates that the Karantenoi caused significantly more serious 

problems in the region. Still, the most interesting characteristic of this account is its repre-

sentative purpose. The narrative of the personal investigation is placed into a frame built 

with the words of the same root, κλῆρον and κληροσάμενος. The account proceeds from the 

inheritance of the Karantenoi to the restoration of the alienated lands. The narrative explicitly 

expresses in the following part of the document that Doukas re-established the possessions 

of the local inhabitants.605 Nevertheless, the text implies here that the positive development 

occurred as a result of his visitation and investigation. Both the described situation and the 

nature of the account shows the authority of the Karantenoi and the desperate attempt of the 

central government or rather its provincial agents to handle this family. Yet Doukas himself 

apparently failed to enforce the governmental purposes on an element on the local élite.606 

The Monastery of Saint Paul also applied rhetorical tools in its documents. It is more 

precise to say that the rhetoric changed in the two surviving petitions of this monastic com-

munity. This development is manifest in a different manner as the monks refer to the Karan-

tenoi in their two documents. The petition in 1195 mentions John Karantenos and his family 

in a nearly neutral way by simply avoiding a judgment on them in the narration of their 

activities.607 The tone of the later appeal in 1204 clearly differs in the description of the 

Karantenoi and their scandals. This document once calls John ‘rapacious’ (ἅρπαξ δὲ ὢν) 

while his son, Leo is described as a man ‘doubling his father in greed and rapacity’ 

(διπλασιάσας τῷ πλεονεκτικῷ καὶ ἁρπακτικῷ τοῦ πατρὸς αὐτοῦ). The portrayal of the two 

Karantenoi is accompanied by the reference to divine intervention and its role in their 

death.608 The difference is evident between the two narratives, yet the reasons for this change 

is in question. The former document applies a pure legal style while the later petition includes 

more emotional accounts at some points. The idea that differing scribes were responsible for 

these texts can explain such development. The long dispute and the perpetual failure of the 

Monastery of Saint Paul could also induce the members of the community to become more 

immoderate. The most plausible reason appears to be the transition of the dispute between 

                                                             
ἥδιστον, αἱ ἐκκλησίαι κατεβόων, τὰ μοναστήρια δίκην σάλπιγγος κατήχουν ἐκφωνοῦσαι τὰς τοῦ ἀνδρὸς 

τυραννίδας, ὁρφανοὶ δὲ καὶ χῆραι καὶ τὸ λοιπὸν τῶν ἀνθρώπων σύστημά τε καὶ σύνταγμα ἐθρήνει μὲν 

ὀλοσχερῶς, ἃ προπέπονθεν, ἠγάλλετο δὲ καὶ ἔχαιρεν ὥσπερ εἰπεῖν ἕκαστος αὐτῶν τὸ προαρπαγὲν 

κληρωσάμενος, Latros, p. 214, no. 12, ll. 104–15. 
605 Latros, p. 214, no. 12, ll. 116–21. 
606 Note again that the Monastery of Saint Paul had to send two additional petitions directly to the imperial 

court after Doukas’ decree. 
607 Latros, pp. 190–192, no. 11a, ll. 15–17, 34–36. 
608 Latros, pp. 226–38, no. 13a, ll. 14–18, 25–29. 
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the monks at Latros and another monastery, which obtained Mesingouma in the late years 

of the debate. The more emotional manner and the appearance of religious elements in the 

narrative suggest the last hypothesis. 

In the late stage of the debate, another monastic community also played an important 

role in the dispute. Leo Karantenos bequeathed Mesingouma to a monastery, which was not 

that of Saint Paul, after his early death. Therefore, the monks of Latros had to oppose another 

community in the later years. Nonetheless, it is a question what was Leo’s intention with the 

donation. In general, monasteries played an important role in both the spiritual and secular 

matters of the Byzantine élite. Beside the commemoration of several members of a family, 

the foundation or patronage of a monastery represented the social position of an élite house. 

Furthermore, a founder or patron could show his connection to a region by his support of a 

local monastic community.609 It is uncertain which of these aims Leo Karantenos personally 

pursued. However, his and the closer kin’s commemoration definitely inspired him. Still, the 

circumstances of this donation raise some questions. We have little information about Leo’s 

family after his death. Since he died relatively soon as it has been mentioned above, it is 

probable that he remained childless until his death. The act of the donation of his estate also 

indicates the lack of offspring.610 Yet we do not know what was the fate of Leo’s complete 

landed property, since the only evidence is given by a third party only interested in that 

specific orchard. Nevertheless, the second known petition of the Monastery of Saint Paul 

suggests that Leo had siblings.611 This can lead to the hypothesis that Leo intended to keep 

the estate close to his family by bestowing the land on a monastery, which was related to 

them.612 Although the connection between this monastery and the Karantenoi is obscure, the 

donation of Mesingouma alone was able to build such valuable ties. 

The dispute on the orchard is a dubious affair in regard to its social aspects. One cannot 

state that the circumstances of the Karantenoi are clearly revealed by this case. Numerous 

documents recorded several moments and data of the debate, yet all of them were issued to 

support one side, that of the Monastery of Saint Paul on Latros. Nevertheless, the evidence 

shows the importance of local authority and influence that the Karantenoi were able to gain 

                                                             
609 Morris, ‘Monasteries’, pp. 117–23. 
610 See the subchapter 5. 1 The patrimony of the Kephalades. 
611 The document states that John Karantenos bequeathed Mesinguma to his children, not only a single son, 

Latros, p. 226, no. 13a, ll. 15–16. 
612 It is worth noting that this donation resulted in an issue of another document, which provided the monastery, 

the estate and the Karantenoi additional guarantees. Both the second petition of the monastery of Saint Paul 

and the imperial lysis responding to it demonstrates that the administration had to deal with the authority of the 

donation: Latros, p. 228, no. 13a, ll. 30–38; p. 230, no. 13b, ll. 51–57. 
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and express in the late twelfth century. The background of this power mostly remains in 

obscurity, especially the network of the family, which was definitely the main instrument of 

their potency. The relation between Basil Batatzes and the Karantenoi that is merely a hy-

pothesis provides us with a fragment of this basis. Finally, another interesting problem is the 

connection of this case with the tendencies of the period. 

5. 5 A comparative analysis of individual affairs 

The four cases demonstrate numerous aspects of the élite in the provinces. It is not a 

simple task to keep the cohesion of the chapter with this subject. The observation relied on 

a relatively homogeneous source material due to the main focus of the chapter on official 

documents. However, the affairs themselves show a heterogeneity by their nature. Fortu-

nately, one can find several subjects, which build connections between these separated 

events. 

The diminishment of families occurs in two affairs. The donation of Nikephoros Kepha-

las and the contract of Nikephoros Bourtzes suggests this negative progress. Diminishment 

or marginalisation was definitely a nightmare of the whole élite. Bourtzes’ case presents a 

clearer evidence for his settlement in Thessalonike. Provincial residence is less obvious in 

the case of Kephalas. The problem of their situation becomes apparent in comparison with 

the potential of their families. Nevertheless, there are differences in the nature of the decline. 

In the case of Kephalas, the main element is the changes between two generations. Nikeph-

oros Kephalas’ father, Leo, was a competent officer in the army under Alexios I and he 

gained the favour of the emperor too. Alexios granted Leo a considerable number of estates 

in the early years of his reign. The majority of the patrimony inherited from Leo was in the 

hand of Nikephoros Kephalas. Nikephoros did not remarkably increase his landed property 

according to the evidence. This detail, his court title and the possibility of provincial resi-

dence imply that Nikephoros was not able to keep up with the successes of his father. Ni-

kephoros Bourtzes’ lower position is highlighted by the prosperity of his kinsfolk. The other 

contemporary members of the house, Bardas and Constantine Bourtzes, seemingly had 

stronger connections to Constantinople and reached higher ranks in the administration. Ni-

kephoros Bourtzes belonged to a branch of the family, which was forced to flourish in a 

provincial milieu with weaker ties to the power centre of the empire. Nikephoros’ father had 

a powerful supporter from the highest echelons of the society, Nikephoros Melissenos. Ni-

kephoros Bourtzes main interests were almost limited to Thessalonike some decades later. 
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These affairs happened in the time of the old second-tier élite. Nonetheless, they include 

several elements and factors, which probably affected the social stratum after its later trans-

formation too. 

Some cases draw attention to the representation of authority by the élite. It is not sur-

prising that the Byzantine élite demonstrated the extent of its power. The nature of this rep-

resentation and its connection with the division of the élite needs a little discussion here. The 

case of Eudokia, the daughter of George Bourion, is a fine example of this particular subject. 

First, she demonstrated her authority to the local élite and the local agents of the government 

by several deeds during the sale of her dotal estate. The presentation of the written confir-

mation given by the doux, which showed the valuable connection between the Eudokia and 

the high official, to the deputy of the governor belongs to these moments. Second, it is even 

more important how she used her sales contract to represent her power. Some phrases of the 

document clearly serve to portray her elevated position in the local society. The dispute be-

tween the Monastery of Saint Paul on Latros and the Karantenoi shows a similar effort. Mi-

chael Doukas, the governor of Mylassa and Melanoudion, attempts to represent his authority 

through his decree. Especially the account on his local visit and investigation aims to portray 

his power. These are two examples from the four selected cases of this chapter. Nevertheless, 

we can cite other cases too. George Tornikes, the metropolitan of Ephesos, also seeks to 

show his authority in a letter to John Pantechnes. Here, Tornikes tells his friend that he will 

compel the local governor to accomplish several duties.613 It is interesting that these three 

examples involve both strata of the élite. Eudokia and Tornikes belonged to the second-tier 

élite, while Doukas represented the Komnenian leading élite. Therefore, these cases demon-

strate that there was no essential difference between the desires of the two strata to represent 

their authority. It is worth noting how important the written documents seem to be in this 

representation. 

The affair of the dispute between Latros and the Karantenoi raises several questions. 

This is the only case among the selected ones, which happened in the time of the Komnenian 

second-tier élite. However, it developed in the final decades of the period, when the empire 

and the Komnenian political system started to decline. The affair testifies that even a member 

of a second-tier élite was able to defend his interests against an imperial monastery and even 

the central government. The problem is how much this potency was related to the crisis of 

the empire and the weakness of the imperial administration. Evidence from other parts of the 

                                                             
613 Tornikes, Letters, p. 170, l. 21–p. 171, l. 5, no. 26. 
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period indicate that the dispute between Latros and the Karantenoi was nothing unusual. An 

example shows that trials and debates on landed property could persist for a long time even 

in the apogee of the political system. A dispute between Lavra and different landlords led to 

several trials, but the final solution was apparently offered by the decree of John Kontosteph-

anos doux of Thessalonike in 1162 after decades of debate.614 Thus, the Karantenoi were not 

necessarily successful, because they were able to exploit the impotence of the central gov-

ernment and the local administration. Still, we cannot ignore the possibility that the Karan-

tenoi indeed gained benefit from the concurrent weakness of the state. It is striking that this 

family was able to defend its illegal acquisition against even the imperial interests for more 

generations. The heirs of Leo Kephalas, a favoured officer of Alexios I, felt the need of a 

new confirmation of their possession by the same emperor after legal imperial donations. 

Given the instability of the Kephalas patrimony in a more favourable environment, the abil-

ity of the Karantenoi to hold their possession appears even more impressive. It is also curious 

that Nikephoros Kephalas and the Karantenoi found the same solution for the uncertainties 

despite the different circumstances: they donated several estates to monasteries. 

This chapter revealed different characteristics of the provincial social elements through 

an observation on the level of distinct cases. The selected affairs demonstrated both the 

threats to the provincial landlords and the abilities of those who were far from the centre of 

power in more aspects. We cannot state with certainty that all the revealed phenomena char-

acterised the Komnenian second-tier élite. Nevertheless, they were mostly related to cultural, 

social and institutional factors such as the mechanisms of provincial administration, the sig-

nificance of kinship and the gravity of Constantinople, which definitely existed throughout 

the period. 

                                                             
614 Lavra, vol. 1, pp. 326–34, no. 64. Bartusis gives a detailed analysis of the affair with a focus on the phe-

nomenon of pronoia: Bartusis, Land and Privilege, pp. 37–50. 
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6 The value of office- and titleholding  

in the letters of the second-tier élite 

Now, we reach a subject that differs from the interests of the former chapters. The ob-

servation turns to the attitude of the second-tier élite towards specific phenomena. These 

elements, the offices and honorary dignities, played an important role in the Byzantine élite 

in theory, since this elevated social rank depended on the membership in the bureaucracy. 

Therefore, although the chapter breaks the line of the narrowing range of interest, it deals 

with a subject that lies in the background of the previous analyses. The observation focuses 

on one source material, the Byzantine epistolography, in the period for both methodological 

reasons and the limits of the thesis. The chapter concentrates on the collections of four intel-

lectuals in three subchapters. The reasons for this solution are that the principle of the divi-

sion is the chronology in order that the analysis will thus cover all the three distinguishable 

parts of the era from the early Komnenian period with the reign of Alexios I to the late one 

with the regime of the Angeloi. In the final subchapter, we make a little attempt to compare 

our results derived from the letters with the views in other genres of the Byzantine literature 

in order to place our evidence into a broader context. 

6. 1 Office- and titleholding in the letters of Theophylact of Ochrid 

Theophylact’s letters give us a picture about the attitude towards office and title holding 

in the early Komnenian period. Theophylact Hephaistos, well known as the archbishop of 

Ochrid, left a large collection of his correspondence with the lay and ecclesiastic élite of his 

time.615 After numerous years of teaching in Constantinople, he led the diocese of Bulgaria 

from 1088 to 1126 and the vast majority of his letters were written in this period.616 The-

ophylact lived in decades before the second-tier élite transformed into its Komnenian form. 

Therefore, this analysis plays a role similar to the investigation on John Melidones and Con-

stantine Choirosphaktes above. It serves the comparison between the early Komnenian élite 

below the old leading group and the Komnenian second-tier élite from the reign of John II. 

The main reason for this comparison is that there were great similarities between Theophy-

lact’s career and the progression of the other authors in the focus of this chapter, Michael 

                                                             
615 In truth, an integrated collection was created with the edition by Paul Gautier. The material had existed in a 

fragmental manuscript tradition and several incomplete editions: Theophylact, Letters, pp. 13–36; Mullett, 

Theophylact, pp. 79–82. 
616 Paul Gautier, ‘L’épiscopat de Théophylacte Héphaistos archevêque de Bulgarie. Notes chronologiques et 

biographiques’, RÉB, 21 (1963), pp. 159–65, 169–70; Mullett, Theophylact, pp. 82–98. 
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Italikos, George Tornikes and Michael Choniates. In accordance to the main topic of this 

part of my thesis, this subchapter seeks to reveal Theophylact’s attitude towards important 

phenomena of the Byzantine élite, namely office- and titleholding, in his correspondence. 

Theophylact pays surprisingly little attention to the honorary court titles in his corre-

spondence. The phenomenon mainly appears when the archbishop simply mentions a spe-

cific designation. Searching for the author’s general remarks on the honorary dignities none-

theless, the modern reader also faces a problem of terminology. Theophylact uses two related 

words, axia and axioma, which can mean title in theory. However, the Byzantine vocabulary 

was frequently ambiguous in this subject, since offices and honorary ranks were considered 

as the two sides of the same coin, the dignity in a broader sense. It is well known the Byz-

antines officially distinguished the two categories from one another with the terms axiai dia 

brabeion and axiai dia logou.617 It does not mean that functions and honorary ranks were 

completely unseparated in Byzantium. Some other designations were exclusively used for 

titles or offices. Theophylact mentions axia only twice and axioma thrice. In the relevant 

letters, most of these references concerns offices, especially ecclesiastic positions.618 The 

word time (τιμή), which was a clearer term for honorary titles in administrative context, is 

seemingly omitted from Theophylact’s correspondence. The derivative timiotes is used by 

the author to address his colleagues in the church.619 The evidence leaves no doubt about the 

paucity of references to honorary titles in the collection. Nevertheless, one should be careful 

to regard this characteristic as a sign of the archbishop’s indifference to ranks. There is one 

element that implies Theophylact’s appreciation of honorary dignities. 

A little evidence for the significance of titles is their use as salutation. Theophylact ex-

clusively use the higher dignities, especially the sebastos or pansebastos, to address his re-

cipients. This kind of salutations was used when an addressee held the same title. The most 

remarkable example of these addresses is in Theophylact’s letter to John Doukas megas 

doux, the brother-in-law of Alexios I. The archbishop addresses John as pansebastos in the 

beginning of the text. Theophylact praises the recipient for his glorious victory against Çaka, 

the emir of Smyrna, who is represented as a dragon.620 Then the addressee of the narrative 

visibly but smoothly becomes God, and the author praises him for caring people through 

                                                             
617 Nicolas Oikonomidès, Les listes de préséance byzantines des IXe et Xe siècles (Paris, 1972), p. 281. 
618 Theophylact, Letters, p. 193, no. 18, l. 25; p. 249, no. 36, l. 20; p. 421, no. 79, l. 45; p. 491, no. 96, l. 111; 

p. 571, no. 127, l. 6. Letter 127 is the only one where axioma definitely means honorary dignity. 
619 Examples: Theophylact, Letters, p. 339, no. 59, l. 34; p. 435, no. 82, l. 26; p. 559, no. 121, ll. 15–16. 
620 Theophylact, Letters, p. 153, no. 8, ll. 1–16, especially ll. 9–14. 
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Doukas.621 After this section, the writer returns to John Doukas, explaining his words to the 

divine power: ‘Do you see, oh pansebastos, however, how I sing God’s gifts given to you 

with God’s utterances as much as possible, when it is necessary not to reduce the superhu-

man deeds with human language?’622 The salutation is surrounded by a praising context in 

different parts of the letter. Thus, pansebastos, ‘all august’, becomes completely meaningful, 

since it suits its holder. This fine example of addressing with title nearly remains alone with 

its elaborated context however. 

A more profane and more obvious reference to the significance of court titles can be 

found in another letter of Theophylact. The long letter written to Gregory Kamateros deals 

with numerous topics, but the metropolitan’s congratulation for his friend’s designation as 

nobellisimos and asekretis deserves our attention here. This passage contains a valuable re-

mark on the title: ‘If we well serve so great men as high the dignity of nobellisimos, which 

sat in councils together with the emperor long ago, and the office of protoasekretis… place 

you…’623 Theophylact refers to the old prestige of nobellisimos here. The passage does not 

aim to indicate the decline of the dignity. It rather intends to show that the dignitary gains a 

high stature through the tradition of the title.624 The few examples of references to titlehold-

ing imply a high regard for honorary dignities and their impact on the holders, but the amount 

of evidence cast doubts on the extent of significance. 

Officeholding appears to attract the archbishop’s attention more than honorific dignities. 

It does not mean that the letters include a great number of specific designations. Theophylact 

rather talks about offices in a humble manner according to the general characteristic of Byz-

antine epistolography mentioned above. Furthermore, the number of references to offices or 

officeholding connected with political narratives is not large in comparison to the extent of 

the letter collection. It still appears sufficient for an analysis nonetheless. 

Morality is an important and frequent topic in the letters from Theophylact. This theme 

appears in several writings, which deals with officials or their offices.625 A clear example of 

this attitude is given by a letter to John Komnenos, the governor of Dyrrachion: ‘Because I 

                                                             
621 Theophylact, Letters, p. 153, no. 8, ll. 16–24. 
622 Ἀλλ᾿ ὁρᾷς, ὦ πανσέβαστε, ὅπως τὰ Θεοῦ περὶ σὲ δωρήματα τοῖς τοῦ Θεοῦ λογίοις ὡς δυνατὸν ὕμνησα, ἐπεὶ 

καὶ δεῖ μὴ ἀνθρωπίνῃ γλώσσῃ τὰ ὑπὲρ ἀνθρώπους κατασμικρύνεσθαι; Theophylact, Letters, p. 155, no. 8, ll. 

25–27. 
623 This passage is observed from the aspect of officeholding too, see pages 167–68, note 639. 
624 The affection of the élite for the tradition of the bureaucracy and the political system occurs in different 

ways in the sources. The rhetorical function is evident however. Zonaras’ criticism on the politics of Alexios I 

is an example of this phenomenon. Nevertheless, the interpretation of such account is delicate: Magdalino, 

‘Kaiserkritik’, pp. 335–38. 
625 Cf. Mullett, Theophylact, pp. 264–65 who rather deals with this topic in regard to the relation between 

Theophylact and his suffragean bishops. 
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utter to you, your high holiness in nature and education, like the marvellous Arsenios. For 

the rest, aid the poor against those who take them as prisoners—since it is suitable to speak 

so—and scare this bad destiny away from them for real.’626 The protection of the poor is one 

of the most important duty of a governor as Theophylact stresses it several times.627 It is 

worth noting that the archbishop does not mention his recipient’s position directly. Still, the 

remarks clearly show that John Komnenos was an official in the time of the correspondence. 

Although the lack of direct reference to the addressee’s governorship is a general character-

istic of Theophylact’s letters, its effect on this specific narrative still deserves our attention. 

It indicates the separation of morality from the officeholding in the argument. Moral behav-

iour is an obligation of the individual. It does not matter whether the performer of a rightful 

act is an official or not. This letter argues about the moral duties of an executive without 

clear implication of administrative positions. It indicates the superiority of morality over 

officeholding. Theophylact uses another way to express this relation too. 

The prelate also describes a more direct connection between morality and officeholding. 

In this case there is a clearer refence to the appointment of the recipient, still without specific 

designation. In a letter to a certain Pakourianos, one can see this different narrative on the 

relation between morality and appointment: ‘Then you would be completely good, if you 

painted your own soul with the divine colours of life above the justice. This would be yours 

during the office, to which you have been appointed, if you were able or wanted to be dis-

dainful of the emperor’s orders too.’628 This passage is a part of a long argument on the 

relation between the individual and justice. Theophylact stresses that the imitators of God 

stand over justice while humans ignore it. The final purpose of the archbishop’s reasoning 

is to ask Pakourianos to perform a moderate fiscal policy in the province.629 This is the right 

decision for both a divine creature and a human. The striking part of the quoted passage is 

where the moral deed conflicts an essential element of the official service. That is the obe-

dience to the imperial orders. In this way, Theophylact strongly asserts that moral matters 

exceed any other aspects of officeholding. The narrative still deals with the correlation be-

tween morality and official appointment. 

                                                             
626 κατὰ γὰρ τὸν θεσπέσιον Ἀρσένιόν σοι τῷ τὴν φύσιν θειοτάτῳ καὶ παίδευσιν φθέγγομαι. Τά τε οὖν ἄλλα 

τοῖς πένησιν ἐπικούρει κατὰ τῶν αἰχμαλωτιζόντων—οῦτω γὰρ εἰπεῖν οἰκειότερον—καὶ δὴ καὶ τήνδε τὴν κακὴν 

μοῖραν αὐτῶν ἀποσόβησον, Theophylact, Letters, p. 163, no. 11, ll. 4–7. 
627 Other examples of this opinion: Theophylact, Letters, p. 161, no. 10, ll. 13–15 (also to John Komnenos); p. 

237, no. 32, ll. 13–15. 
628 Σὺ τοίνυν πάγκαλος μὲν ἂν εἴης, εἰ τὴν σαυτοῦ ψυχὴν ζωγραφοίης τοῖς θείοις τῆς ὑπὲρ τὸ δίκαιον ζωῆς 

χρώμασι. Τοῦτο δὲ ἔσται σοι κατὰ τὴν ἀρχὴν ταύτην ἐφ᾿ ἧς καθέστηκας, εἰ καὶ τῶν ἐκ βασιλέως ἐφειμένων 

ὑπέροπτος εἶναι δύναιο ἢ βούλοιο, Theophylact, Letters, p. 319, no. 55, ll. 31–34. 
629 Theophylact, Letters, p. 319, no. 55, ll. 21–43. 
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Theophylact occasionally implies a more direct conflict between morality and office-

holding. The prelate notices the dangers of official service sometimes, but his arguments on 

this problem were not necessarily placed into negative contexts. A positive message includes 

Theophylact’s thought on the perilous nature of offices in a letter to Gregory Pakourianos. 

The recipient was appointed to the government of the district where Ochrid belonged. Con-

cerning this, the archbishop warns Pakourianos: 

‘I say therefore that you have received authority over people as a young man sus-

ceptible in mind from every side. Thus, you need to be disciplined and to observe 

everything with more eyes than the all-seeing Argos watched the heifer entrusted 

to him in order that, what the myth means here, vice may not imprint his mark in 

your soul without your note. Since youth is reckless and energetic due to the soul, 

it speaks with sword, they say, whenever the power of office is at hand.’630 

Then Theophylact stresses the positive effects of prudence and the importance of the protec-

tion of the poor.631 There is another example of the opposition between morality and office-

holding. In a letter to an unidentified sebastos, the archbishop complains about his issues 

with the imperial fisc: 

‘However, for I have troubles with the administrators of fiscal affairs, I admit to 

have something common with the fisc, who himself thus trembles with Briareos as 

he conjectures from the stars. It seizes both who are culpable and who are innocent 

in order. Therefore, what Abraham dissuades God in some places from is that it 

kills the righteous together with the wicked whenever possible, because the agents 

are not enlightened by the spirit of distinction.’632 

One of the main ideas behind the whole argument in the first quotation is the corruption of 

the mind by political power. Although the archbishop does not ignore the possibility of pos-

itive results, they depend on the personal abilities of the official. Office is essentially 

                                                             
630 Φημὶ τοίνυν ἐγὼ ἀνθρώπων ἐπιστασίαν σε δεδεγμένον νέον καὶ τὴν καρδίαν εὐτύπωτον πάντοθεν χρῆναι 

συγκεκροτῆσθαι καὶ πλείοσιν ὀφθαλμοῖς τά πάντα περιαθρεῖν ἢ ὁ πανόπτης ’Άργος τὴν ἐμπιστευθεῖσαν 

ἐκείνην βοῦν, ὅ τί ποτε ὁ μῦθος ἐν τούτοις βούλεται, ὡς ἄν μὴ λάθοι κακία τοὺς αὐτῆς χαρακτῆρας τῇ σῇ ψυχῇ 

ἐντυπώσασα. Καὶ κατ᾿ αὐτὴν μὲν γὰρ <ἡ> νεότης χρῆμα πάντολμον καὶ δραστήριον, ὅταν δὲ ἡ τῆς ἀρχῆς 

ἐξουσία παρῇ, λέγειν μετὰ ξίφους φασίν, Theophylact, Letters, p. 373, no. 68, ll. 9–15. 
631 Theophylact, Letters, p. 373, no. 68, ll. 15–19. 
632 Ἀλλὰ γὰρ ἐγὼ τοῖς τὰ τοῦ δημοσίου χειρίζουσιν ἐμποδῶν, ἐγώ τι κοινὸν ἔχειν πρὸς τὸν δημόσιον δέχομαι, 

ὅς γε οὕτως αὐτὸν πέφρικα τὸν Βριάρεων ὥστε καὶ ἄστροις σημαίνεσθαι˙ μάρπτει γὰρ ἑξείης ὅς τ᾿ αἴτιος ὅς 

τε καὶ οὐχὶ καί, ὅπερ ἀπαγορεύει τῷ Θεῷ Ἀβραάμ ἐνιαχοῦ, τῷ ἀσεβεῖ τὸν δίκαιον συναπόλλυσιν, ἐπειδὰν τὺχῃ, 

τῶν πραττόντων μὴ φωτιζομένων τῷ τῆς διακρίσεως πνεύματι., Theophylact, Letters, p. 351, no. 61, ll. 10–16. 
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dangerous in this narrative. Theophylact treats the power aspect of this phenomenon beside 

its moral side. The second citation includes an even more complex discussion on the prob-

lem. The fisc is personified by a mythical giant, Briareos, and the imperial treasury thus acts 

as one individual. The institution is represented as a whole, an indivisible entity. The immo-

rality of the fiscal official mentioned in the end of the quoted part could refer to personal 

failure. However, the reasoning portrays the bureaucrats as part of the inseparable entity, the 

fisc. The immorality of office appears above the personal level here therefore. The two 

quotes tell the same idea from different approaches. The relation between morality and of-

ficeholding is only one of the questions that are connected to official assignment in the letters 

from the archbishop. 

Officeholding is also identified by Theophylact as servitude on one occasion. In truth, 

slavery is one of the ways, in which the archbishop represents his service in Bulgaria. Ser-

vitude is beautifully represented in the letter to Adrian Komnenos, a younger brother of 

Alexios I, who was megas domestikos, the supreme leader of the landed armies. After the 

introduction, Theophylact recites Hercules’ service at the court of the Lydian queen.633 Then 

he returns to his own situation with a reference to the mythical story: 

‘I described myself to you in the circumstances, in which I am. Except so far as I 

serve not a wealthy, decent and beautiful queen, the golden Aphrodite on the whole, 

but impure barbarian servants who has the rank smell of fleece and are as poor in 

livelihood as rich in malevolence, but rather those who rule all together with pov-

erty in livelihood and malignity.’634 

After this description, the prelate begs the megas domestikos to release him from the servi-

tude.635 Given Theophylact’s complaint about the insults at him in the introduction of the 

letter, he definitely deals with specific affairs. Therefore, he does not refer to his service as 

slavery in general. However, his troubles are connected to both the common people and the 

local élite of Bulgaria, and they have come upon him through his office. His function thus 

becomes servitude. The temporary nature of enslavement is manifested in the archbishop’s 

narrative on Hercules who was finally released from his enslavement, and became a hero 

                                                             
633 Theophylact, Letters, pp. 146–48, no. 5, ll. 9–33. 
634 Ἐμαυτὸν ἔγραψά σοι ἐν οἵοις εἰμί. Πλὴν ὅσον οὐ βασιλίδι δουλεύω πλουσία καθαρίῳ τε καὶ καλῇ καὶ 

συνόλως Ἀφροδίτῃ χρυσῇ, ἀλλὰ δούλοις βαρβάροις ἀκαθάρτοις κινάβρας κῳδίων ἀπόζουσιν καὶ πενεστέροις 

τὸν βίον ἢ ὅσον τὴν κακοήθειαν πλούσιοι, μᾶλλον δὲ καὶ τῇ τοῦ βίου πενίᾳ καὶ τῇ κακοηθείᾳ συμπάντων 

βασιλεύουσι, Theophylact, Letters, p. 148, no. 5, ll. 34–38. 
635 Theophylact, Letters, p. 148, no. 5, ll. 38–40. 
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afterwards. In the argument of the letter, the mythical figure symbolises to individuals by his 

two aspects: the slave represents Theophylact, while the hero portrays Adrian Komnenos. 

This opinion of Theophylact on official appointment is occasional, but reveals a detail of his 

attitude towards officeholding. 

Theophylact’s collection includes a letter that gives a positive narrative about office-

holding. Some of the texts presented above also contains several remarks of the archbishop 

on the advantages of official designations. None of them contain as clear an argument on the 

positive aspects of service as the letter to Gregory Kamateros, probably the logothetes of the 

sekreta in that time: ‘Due to your dexterity concerning every good, because, since God has 

allowed you to have great power on the side of the emperor, you do not improperly use the 

divine grant, but you reveal yourself as worthy of even more authority.’636 Some lines later, 

Theophylact praises Kamateros for the appointment of a decent governor, probably Gregory 

Pakourianos, and wishes the recipient, his friend, more authority in the future.637 The rea-

soning in these lines definitely shows a positive attitude towards authority. Here, Theophy-

lact emphasises the divine origin of power that cannot be evil by nature. The argument ap-

parently indicates the opposite of the message found in other letters: authority is a reward 

offered by God for the official’s excellence. This assertion is probably influenced by the 

meritocratic idea of the Byzantine élite.638 As in the case of many other letters, the context 

of the quoted argument deals with a very specific event. Thus, the archbishop’s words on 

Kamateros’ authority and its nature are highly influenced by the purpose of the rest part. It 

explains the difference between this argument and Theophylact’s remarks in the other letters. 

The appointment to a new position also appears in the correspondence of Theophylact. 

The most interesting example is a long letter to Gregory Kamateros, in which the prelate 

celebrates his friend’s progression in the government. In the beginning of the text, the writer 

approaches the new appointment from an individual viewpoint: 

‘When we do good to the smallest one as the Lord says, we hope for compensations 

neither perceived with mind nor specified by word. If we well serve so great men 

as high as the dignity of nobellisimos, which sat in councils together with the em-

peror long ago, and the office of protoasekretis, which always serves the autokrator 

                                                             
636 Ἐκ τῆς σῆς περὶ πᾶν ἀγαθὸν δεξιότητος, ὅς γε, ἐπειδή σοι Θεὸς τὸ παρὰ βασιλεῖ μεγάλα δύνασθαι δέδωκεν, 

οὐκ ἐπαριστέρως χρᾷ τῷ θείῳ δωρήματι, ἀλλὰ φαίνεις σεαυτὸν καὶ τοῦ μείζω δύνασθαι ἄξιον, Theophylact, 

Letters, p. 369, no. 67, ll. 7–10. 
637 Theophylact, Letters, p. 369, no. 67, ll. 13–23. 
638 The ‘meritocratic model’ was one of the social conceptions in the eleventh-century Byzantine élite: Bernard, 

Writing and Reading, pp. 164–67. 
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as an assistant secretary, place you, and, especially now, the autokrator is so wise 

and considerate as to do all else and speeches himself, oh, what number and great-

ness of compensations it is, from which I receive deposits now.’639 

This part of the text includes all the main elements that members of the élite expected from 

an appointment. The argument begins with a reference to the Gospel of Matthew.640 It un-

derlines the benefits of Kamateros’ progression and places the following lines into a moral 

context. It indicates the mutual nature of the two individuals’ relationship too. Nevertheless, 

the writer honestly deals with the topic. It is interesting how much Theophylact stresses the 

importance of closeness to the emperor through position. The archbishop also implies that 

the success of an official affects those who belong to his personal network. This part clearly 

includes a more concrete discussion about the officeholding than the previous cases. It has a 

clear rhetorical function: Theophylact wants an obvious message about his expectations on 

the support of his powerful friend. 

Theophylact’s correspondence shows a contradicting picture about his attitude towards 

office- and titleholding. The archbishop’s few remarks on the court titles imply that the hon-

orary dignities were connected to the bearer’s personality closer than the offices. Still, the 

evidence is too little to make certain statements about this particular question. One can find 

considerably more references to the officeholding in Theophylact’s letters and the analysis 

indicate greater results. However, the relevant material shows inconsistency in the author’s 

attitude towards officeholding. The most constant element in his remarks is the pre-eminence 

of morality. A triangle of correlations between individual (official), office and morality or 

immorality often occurs in the related letters. The main question of this triangle is whether 

immorality is a natural characteristic of offices or it relies on the personal traits of a bureau-

crat. Theophylact apparently expresses different opinions about these connections. This dis-

crepancy underlines the nature of the source material, the epistolography, since each letter 

can work as a separate narrative. One cannot ignore the rhetorical aspects of letter writing. 

The purpose of a given letter influences the argument on specific topic inside the text. The 

amount of interest in titles and offices is possibly related to the nature of the source material 

                                                             
639 Καί τινι μὲν ἐλαχίστῳ καθά φησιν ὁ Κύριος ἀγαθύνοντες, οὔτε νῷ ληπτὰς οὔτε λόγῳ ῥητὰς ἀμοιβὰς 

ἐλπίζομεν. Εἰ δὲ τηλικούτους εὐεργετοῖμεν ἡλίκον αὐτόν σε τό τε τοῦ νωβελλισίμου ἀξίωμα τέθεικε, τοῦ πάλαι 

βασιλεῖ συνεδρεύοντος, καὶ τὸ τοῦ πρωτοασηκρῆτις ὀφφίκιον τοῦ ἀεὶ τοῖς αὐτοκράτορσιν 

ὑπογραμματεύοντος, καἰ μάλιστα νῦν ὅσῳ καὶ σοφώτερος ὁ αὐτοκράτωρ καὶ ἐμμελέστερος ὥστε τά τε ἄλλα 

καὶ τοὺς λόγους αὐτουργεῖν, βαβαί μοι τοῦ πλήθους καὶ μεγέθους τῶν ἀμοιβῶν, ὧν ἤδη καὶ ἀρραβῶνας 

δέχομαι., Theophylact, Letters, p. 571, no. 127, ll. 2–11. 
640 Mt. 25, 40. 
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too. Theophylact’s letters were not only rhetorical works but they had pragmatic aims in 

relation to the network of the archbishop of Ochrid. When the author deals with civil admin-

istration, he usually treats specific affairs. In these cases, there is more space for argument 

on the offices and the authority behind them then for discussion on the honorary titles. It is 

possible that Theophylact’s ignorance about dignities is rather about the nature of the sources 

than about his real personal attitude towards the phenomenon. 

6. 2 Office- and titleholding in the letters of Michael Italikos and George Tornikes 

This part differs from the rest of the chapter, since it focuses on more authors. It has 

been mentioned in the introduction that the division of the chapter rather relies on chrono-

logical aspects than on individual ones. Both Theophylact of Ochrid and Michael Choniates 

provide sufficient source material about the sentiment of their times, while Michael Italikos 

and George Tornikes left relatively few letters to the following generations. The most exten-

sive letter collection from the middle Komnenian period (by far) was written by John 

Tzetzes, a pupil of Italikos. Tzetzes did not belong to the second-tier élite however, because 

he spent most of his time out of the bureaucracy.641 Therefore, even if he has remarks on 

office- and titleholding, his opinion is not relevant in this analysis, which deals with the 

attitude of Byzantine officialdom on two of its essential aspects. It is worth noting that Ital-

ikos and Tornikes built highly similar careers by reaching different teaching positions before 

the late years as metropolitans. Despite the similarities, this subchapter does not necessarily 

seek to compare the views of the two intellectuals. It rather focuses on the variation of ap-

proaches to the two phenomena, office- and titleholding. 

Michael Italikos and George Tornikes do not treat the significance of titleholding in 

their letters. Of course, the extent of their collections of correspondence alone does not give 

numerous opportunities for arguments on the topic. Nevertheless, references to court titles 

still appear highly restricted. Both authors mention several honorary dignities, but the vast 

majority of these references is connected to the ranks of the first-tier élite, especially the 

sebastos. Italikos and Tornikes often use the titles to address the recipients.642 Tornikes ends 

his letter to John Kamateros with the sentence: ‘Let your succour be to me, oh sebasmios, 

                                                             
641 Cf. Magdalino, Empire, p. 321. 
642 Some examples: Italikos, p. 136, l. 1, no. 12; Tornikes, Letters, p. 137, l. 1, no. 15; p. 140, l. 1, no. 16; pp. 

150–51, ll. 1, 3, no. 20. 
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by character rather than by title.’643 Sebasmios is a literary form of sebastos, and it is also an 

example of using a dignity as an address. However, it is more interesting what this short 

passage indicates about the titles. The use of ranks for addressing implies a stronger connec-

tion between the title and its holder. It is evident that this kind of addressing worked only 

with dignities that were meaningful for the contemporaries. However, the quote from Tor-

nikes shows the opposite, since it separates personality from titleholding. Therefore, address-

ing with court rank is only a highly polite formula in the correspondence of George. In the 

case of Italikos, one cannot make a similarly distinct statement, but the titles do not appear 

to have more significance in his letters. 

We can find slightly more about the officeholding in the letters of Michael Italikos and 

George Tornikes. The number of references is still low due to the fact that the source material 

is restricted in these relatively little collections from the two writers. Both Italikos and Tor-

nikes refer to offices, either by exact designations or humble allusions, but only a little part 

of these remarks is useful to analyse the authors’ attitude towards officeholding. 

One of the few relevant topics that appear in Italikos’ correspondence is the opposition 

between officeholding and intellectual activity. Scholarly activities played an important role 

in the Byzantine élite even after the years of education. Intellectuality was an appropriate 

element of group identity at least in several segments of the ruling stratum in the eleventh 

and twelfth centuries.644 It is not surprising therefore that Italikos who had been a teacher of 

different schools in Constantinople before he was appointed as metropolitan of Philippopo-

lis. The following lines are quoted from his letter to a logothetes, probably Stephen Meles, 

the logothetes of the dromos: 

‘I really know that, being responsible for military equipment and vessels now, you 

neither consider how you prepare a period and how you contract or unfold the an-

tithetic form—these are the easiest and simplest for you—, nor how you transform 

the platonic form into that of Demosthenes or change the poetic verbosity into po-

litical rhetoric…’645 

                                                             
643 Ἡ ἀντίληψις σου μεθ᾿ ἡμῶν εἴη, ὦ τὸν τρόπον πλέον ἢ τὴν ἀξίαν σεβάσμιε, Tornikes, Letters, p. 134, ll. 

20–21, no. 12. 
644 Gaul, ‘Rising Elites’, pp. 251–53; Bernard, Writing and Reading, pp. 175–87. 
645 Οἶδα μὲν οὖν ὅτι νῦν πρὸς ὅπλα καὶ νῆας ἐξεταζόμενος, σκοπεῖς οὐχ ὅπως ἀποτορνεύσεις περίοδον καὶ πῶς 

τὸ ἀντίθετον σχῆμα συστείλειας ἢ ἐξαπλώσειας — ταῦτα δὴ τά σοι ῥᾷστα καὶ προχειρότατα — οὐδ᾿ ὅπως 

Πλατωνικὴν ἰδέαν μεταβάλῃς εἰς Δημοσθενικὴν ἤ ποιητικὴν μεγαληγορίαν εἰς πολιτικὴν ῥητορείαν 

ἀμείψειας…, Italikos, p. 165, ll. 8–13, no. 20. 
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Gautier assumes that the letter was written when Meles possibly attended John II in the lat-

ter’s military campaign in Cilicia and Syria in 1137.646 Italikos’ words make it clear that the 

passage is definitely related to a specific event. Still, it does not mean that this reasoning has 

no general validity. Detailing several intellectual exercises, the writer stresses how important 

things he lacks in the absence of his friend. The official duty is represented here as a hin-

drance to intellectuality. It emphasises the significance of scholarly activities in the narrative 

of Italikos. This argument shows the value of official service in relation to another phenom-

enon. 

Michael Italikos’ remarks on his own appointment are crucial in our understandings of 

his attitude towards officeholding. In general, an author’s narrative on the progression of the 

officials in the administration is important for the investigation on the topic that is the main 

focus of this chapter. Italikos gives a commentary on his designation to the teacher of phy-

sicians in a letter to an aktouarios:647 

‘I give this census to my caesar. The reason is that I serve in your army now as you 

see too, but I have rather been enrolled among your men, since I was appointed to 

the teacher of physicians. Nevertheless, I dragged out that coin not from the mouth 

of a fish as that coryphaeus, but the thing was given to me by one of those in of-

fice.’648 

The rest of the letter focuses on the coin itself, which bears the depiction of Constantine the 

Great and Saint Helene.649 Given the portion of Italikos’ remark on his appointment in the 

whole letter, one can argue on the relative insignificance of official service in the author’s 

eye. However, there are some elements that contradict this. The military vocabulary used to 

describe Italikos’ service under the aktouarios is a key point. It resembles the narrative in 

Nikephoros Basilakes’ encomium to Alexios Aristenos. Basilakes describes Aristenos’ ser-

vice in the civil administration, especially the offices of dikaiodotes and nomophylax, as a 

                                                             
646 Italikos, p. 165, n. 5. Italikos was the teacher of physicians in the capital then. 
647 This aktouarios was probably Michael Pantechnes: Italikos, p. 209, n. 1. For details, see chapter 3. 3. 
648 Κῆνσον τοῦτον ἀποδίδωμι τῷ ἐμῷ καίσαρι· ἤδη γάρ σοι στρατῷ καὶ ὡς ὁρᾷς, μᾶλλον δὲ τοῖς σοῖς 

ἀπογέγραμμαι, διδάσκαλος ἰατρῶν χειροτονηθείς. Πλὴν οὐκ ἀπὸ στόματος ἰχθύος ἀνείλκυσα τὸν στατῆρα 

τουτονὶ καθάπερ ὁ κορυφαῖος ἐκεῖνος, ἀλλ᾿ ἐχαρίσθη μοι τὸ χρῆμα παρά τινος τῶν ἐν ἐξουσίᾳ·, Italikos, p. 

209, ll. 2–5, no. 33. 
649 Italikos, p. 209, ll. 6–19, no. 33. In truth, this coin was a nomisma of Justinian II, not the solidus of Con-

stantine I: Vera Guruleva, ‘К вопросу о монете-обереге Михаила Италика: солид императора Юстиниана 

II 705–711 гг. из коллекции Эрмитажа’, in Aleksandr Musin and Olga Shcheglova (eds.), В камне и в 

бронзе. Сборник статей в честь Анны Песковой (Saint Petersburg, 2017), pp. 125–36. 
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fight and military duty on the side of John II in an intellectual sphere.650 In the oration, the 

metaphor of war and martial activities aims at the augmentation of civil service. Italikos’ 

intention is similar in the letter, but he enhances the significance of his appointment in gen-

eral with the military vocabulary. The long description and praise of the coin proposed to 

the aktouarios also serves the enlargement of the writer’s office. This sense is less evident, 

since the letter focuses on the magical and divine aspects of the present.651 Italikos himself 

does not ignore the fact that the amulet was originally a nomisma. We cannot forget the 

significance of coin as factor of social rank in the Byzantine Empire. Payment was strongly 

related to official service and titleholding in Byzantium. There was a solemn ceremony in 

connection to the salaries (rogai) in the court before Alexios I’s fiscal reform.652 Italikos 

received this piece from Irene Doukaina, the widow of Alexios I, but this grant was both a 

regular act of award and a reminiscent of the older imperial payment. Describing the no-

misma and implying his ability to offer this kind of currency to his supervisor, Italikos rep-

resents his rank and his membership in the bureaucracy. The narrative thus shows in different 

ways that Michael appreciated officeholding. 

An interesting argument also implies Italikos’ admiration for officeholding. He dis-

cusses about the comparison between rhetoric and philosophy in a letter to an unknown ad-

dressee. Here, the metropolitan of Philippopolis argues in favour of rhetoric, and he ex-

presses a long reasoning for his opinion. The following quote is a curious piece of Italikos’ 

views on the topic: 

‘Rhetoric is a herald on high walls, it speaks with confidence and confidently ex-

plains the words at the gates of the city. It is an assistant of emperors, a leader of 

                                                             
650 Basilakes, Orations, p. 24, l. 11–p. 25, l. 3, no. 1, ch. 31. 
651 The letter has attracted great scholarly interest for the description of the amulet: Vitalien Laurent, ‘Numis-
matique et folklore dans la tradition byzantine’, Cronica numismatica si arheologica, 15 (1940), pp. 3–16; 

Cécile Morrisson and Simon Bendall, ‘Byzantine ‘medals’: coins, amulets and piety’, in Denis Sullivan, Eliz-

abeth Fisher and Stratis Papaioannou (eds.), Byzantine religious culture: studies in honor of Alice-Mary Talbot 

(Boston, MA, 2012), pp. 217–38; Guruleva, ‘Монете-обереге’, pp. 129–31. 
652 The rite of payment by the emperor or a responsible bureaucrat symbolised and strengthened the ties be-

tween the ruler and his officials: Oikonomides, ‘Title and income’, pp. 201–2; Neville, Authority, pp. 22–23. 

The fiscal reform of Alexios I abolished the salaries for titles and those for high offices: Smyrlis, ‘Fiscal revo-

lution’, pp. 593–610, passim. An oration by Nicholas Mesarites indicates that some offices, especially the 

lower ones were still paid by the government in the twelfth century: August Heisenberg (ed.), Neue Quellen 

zur Geschichte des lateinischen Kaisertums und der Kirchenunion, vol. 1: Der Epitaphios des Nikolaos Me-

sarites auf seinen Bruder Johannes (Munich, 1923), p. 27, ll. 10–13; cf. Oikonomides, ‘Title and income’, pp. 

210–13. 
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the cities. It arranges the human affairs, it has not been ignorant of daily matters 

and it has discerned the farthest things.’653 

The following lines of the letter show that Italikos’ main reason is the effectiveness and 

mundaneness of rhetoric in comparison to the spiritual and abstract philosophy.654 The most 

interesting element of this citation is that oratory is personified. Rhetoric then resembles a 

Constantinopolitan official with the connected characteristics and deeds. Therefore, the bu-

reaucrat appears here as an ideal, since the figure is applied to a positive argument. This 

manner indicates that Italikos essentially had a supportive attitude towards officeholding. 

George Tornikes approaches the officeholding from the aspect of enslavement. Tornikes 

apparently pays little attention to official service as a phenomenon in his correspondence. 

Officeholding as servitude is represented in a letter to John Kamateros sebastos and 

logothetes of the dromos: ‘However, the collar of pride subdues me and I am becoming a 

slave of the affairs now and I suffer visiting the house of men. The reason is that I do not 

buy occurrences myself as the Lydian of the proverb, but I am not repelled by the Holy Spirit 

from the payment.’655 This passage includes multiple themes. The first half of his argument 

clearly depicts the burdens of official duties. The other part expands the main idea of the 

quoted text. Tornikes argues here that he endures the situation according to divine desire. At 

the same time, it strengthens the sentiment that these matters do not run according to 

George’s inclination. This narrative represents official service as a barrier to Tornikes’ pref-

erences on the one hand, but the connection between duties and divine desire enhances the 

overall significance of officeholding on the other. 

Italikos’ and Tornikes’ letters give a narrow but multifaceted picture about the attitude 

towards officeholding. On the other hand, they show scant regard for the phenomenon of 

titleholding. Italikos makes several remarks, which indicate a great admiration for official 

service. It is interesting that he expresses this respect in different forms and topics. Although 

our evidence for Tornikes’ opinion on officeholding is too little for a clear conclusion, the 

theme of servitude chosen for his narrative on official duties deserves our interest. In all, the 

                                                             
653 Καὶ ῥητορικὴ μὲν ἐπ᾿ ἄκρων τειχέων κηρύσσεται· ἐπὶ δὲ πύλαις πόλεως θαρροῦσα λέγει καὶ θερμῶς 

ὑπαγορεύει τοὺς λόγους· πάρεδρός ἐστι βασιλεῦσι· τὰς πόλεις δημαγωγεῖ· τὰ ἀνθρώπινα διατάττεται πράγματα 

καὶ τὰ ἐν ποσὶν οὐκ ἠγνόηκε καὶ τὰ πορρώτατα διέγνωκε, Italikos, p. 140, ll. 19–23, no. 13. 
654 Italikos, p. 140, ll. 19–33, no. 13. This kind of argument is not unique however. Niketas Choniates also 

discussed about the superiority of rhetoric to philosophy in his funeral speech to John and Michael Belissari-

otes: Choniates, Orations and Letters, p. 150, l. 29–p. 151, l. 12. The comparison of the two arts appears to be 

a commonplace in the Byzantine intellectuality. 
655 Ἀλλά μοι τὸ τραχηλιῶν δαμάζεται τοῦ φρονήματος καὶ δοῦλος ἤδη τοῖς πράγμασι γίνομαι καὶ περινοστεῖν 

οἰκίαν ἀνθρώπων ἀνέχομαι, οὐ κατὰ τὸν τῆς παροιμίας Λυδὸν αὐτὸς πριάμενος πράγματα, ἀλλὰ δόματος παρὰ 

τοῦ θείου Πνεύματος οὐκ ἀποσεισάμενος, Tornikes, Letters, p. 138, ll. 7–10. 
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analysis of the views expressed by these writers definitely provides sensitive information for 

our understandings of the Byzantine attitude towards official matters. 

6. 3 Office- and titleholding in the letters of Michael Choniates 

Michael Choniates and his letters represent the late Komnenian period and the first few 

decades after the fall of Constantinople. Nevertheless, not only the chronological aspects 

make his correspondence interesting for our investigation. Choniates was a homo novus in 

the capital with an Anatolian background, but he accomplished a successful career until the 

collapse of the empire as a teacher in Constantinople and the metropolitan of Athens in his 

later years. We face the problem that his correspondence surpasses the chronological limits 

and interests of this study. It is not the finest decision to tighten the scope of the investigation 

on literary material according to political dates. Nevertheless, the focus of the thesis ques-

tions the efficacy of studying letters dated to the years after the fourth crusade. The limited 

collection of letters still provides sufficient evidence for Choniates’ attitude towards office- 

and titleholding. 

The analysis of Choniates’ attitude towards titleholding raises problems. His collection 

of letters contains numerous references to honorary dignities, but we face several difficulties 

for different reasons. When Choniates uses the words axia and axioma, the distinction be-

tween court titles and offices is uncertain, if ever separation is the writer’s purpose. The term 

time often appears in the collection, but it apparently has the more general sense of honour 

instead of official dignity in most cases. Choniates frequently mentions the specific title 

pansebastos in his letters, but these occasions do not lead to remarks on the phenomenon of 

titleholding. The correspondence of Michael Choniates does not reveal his opinion on this 

subject. Officeholding better attracts his attention as the rest of this subchapter demonstrates. 

The conflict between officeholding and intellectuality appears an important topic in the 

correspondence of Michael Choniates. The Byzantine élite received an education of various 

quality due to its disorganised nature. Numerous individuals gained knowledge that signifi-

cantly surpassed the requirements of official service in the administration, except the leading 

positions at several schools. Learning and sophisticated literacy were some factors and indi-

cators of social status in the Constantinopolitan bureaucracy, a segment of the Komnenian 

second-tier élite. This social element consisted of individuals who were obliged to build 

administrative career but grew up in an intellectual milieu. It is not surprising that the two 
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fields occasionally opposed one another. Michael Choniates raises the topic in one of the 

letters to George Tessarakontapechys: 

‘Then, it is necessary to be cheerful about these matters rather than you complain 

to me about the supplement of philosophy as a great misfortune. [...] Then, accom-

modated in the imperial palace, do you dare to mourn deeply for the loss of philos-

ophy to the one who is brought among severe customs in this way?’656 

Although Choniates criticises his friend in long sentences, the main theme of this letter was 

his miserable circumstances in Athens. In this case, he stresses the intellectual problems.657 

What is striking in the cited passage is that it includes contradictions in different ways. 

Firstly, Choniates suggests that Tessarakontapechys does not have enthusiasm for philo-

sophical studies. Secondly, Choniates’ narrative on Tessarakontapechys’ attitude does not 

appear consequent. The recipient of the letter is represented as if he were also troubled by 

restricted opportunities for intellectual activity beside official duties.658 Nevertheless, the 

passage shows that there could be a rivalry between intellectuality and official service in the 

second-tier élite. The narrative also indicates that the second-tier élite, even its Constantin-

opolitan segment, expressed different opinions towards the significance of scholarly activi-

ties. The rivalry between the two fields is accompanied by another aspect of officeholding 

in this letter. 

Michael Choniates also represents official service as a burden in his letters. The afore-

mentioned topic of conflict between intellectual interests and officeholding easily leads to 

the portrayal of administrative duties as hindrance. The same letter to Tessarakontapechys 

includes remarks on this specific aspect too: ‘We, engaged individuals, are flooded by nu-

merous affairs, but you live in the acropolis of philosophy like a man of leisure and you thus 

spend your youth among arguments.’659 This part also increases the contradicting nature of 

the narrative in the letter. Choniates build the image of his issues with a contrast between his 

conditions and the milieu of his friend in the capital. It counters several other remarks in the 

letter, which imply that Tessarakontapechys is also occupied by his official duties. These 

                                                             
656 δέον οὖν ἐπὶ τούτοις εὐθυμεῖν, αὐτὸς μᾶλλον ὠς μεγάλην συμφορὰν τὴν τῆς φιλοσοφίας προσθήκην 

προσανεκλαύσω μοι […] εἶτα πρὸς τὸν οὕτως ἀπενεχθέντα εἰς ἄμουσα ἔθη τετόλμηκας αὐτὸς ἀποκλαύσασθαι 

φιλοσοφίας στέρησιν, ὁ τοῖς ἀνακτόροις αὐτῆς ἐνσκηνούμενος; Michael Choniates, Letters, pp. 38–39, no. 28, 

chs. 2, 4. 
657 It is clearly manifested in Michael Choniates, Letters, p. 39, no. 28, ch. 3. 
658 For the analysis of George Tessarakontapechys career, see pages 94–96. 
659 ἡμεῖς ἂσχολοι καὶ πολλοῖς κλυζόμενοι πράγμασι, σὺ δέ σχολαστὴς καὶ τὴν ἀκρόπολιν τῆς φιλοσοφίας οἰκῶν 

καὶ τοῖς λόγοις ἐννεάζων τοσοῦτον…, Michael Choniates, Letters, p. 39, no. 28, ch. 5. 
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contradictions show the tricky nature of arguments in Byzantine epistolography and the dif-

ficulties of investigation on attitude towards officeholding (and titleholding) in a corpus of 

letters. 

Choniates also represents the burden of official service as a virtue. The positive aspect 

of suffering was a conventional theme in literature, and the Christian tradition supported this 

sentiment too. Choniates mentions the virtuous side of officeholding in a letter to Demetrios 

Tornikes: 

‘As I am really full of much hate from the moment that, I do not know how, I left 

the holy acropolis of freedom from affairs. I went and threw myself upon a multi-

tude of tasks, with which I would primarily have felt confidence against priesthood, 

the most difficult duty now, if ever, that is also not bearable for numerous figures, 

if, now, the priest just as the people had not become that is lamented by the proph-

ets.’660 

The passage begins with a strongly negative attitude towards Choniates’ situation, and the 

mood remains for the majority of the quoted part. However, the end of the argument changes 

the tone, since it describes Choniates’ troubles with his office as a moral duty. The moral 

aspect is underlined by the biblical reference at the very end of the passage.661 Here Choni-

ates expresses his responsibility for the Athenians who are under serious pressure according 

to the letter. It is intriguing how the metropolitan portrays his official service in a different 

manner without modifying the general narrative about the problems of his position. 

The metropolitan of Athens directly deals with the virtue of officeholding too. In this 

case, the admiration of service is not approached through the positive interpretation of bur-

dens and suffering. Another letter to George Tessarakontapechys gives a fine example of 

this narrative: ‘Because whenever we consider the house as great in spirit as in body and 

similarly well-born, and as it does not fall short of political men and those who wear utensils, 

I guess you spend your time in the palace of the emperors.’662 The main topic of this letter 

is the intellectual activity of Tessarakontapechys. The opposition of intellectuality and 

                                                             
660 ὡς ἔγωγε πολλῆς μὲν ἐμπέπλησμαι ἀηδίας, ἐξ οὗπερ τὴν ἱερὰν ἀπραγμοσύνης ἀκρόπολιν οὐκ οἶδ᾿ ὅπως 

προδέδωκα, εἰς ὄχλον δὲ πραγμάτων φέρων ἐμαυτὸν ἐπέρριψα, οἷς προπετῶς ἱερωσύνην ἐθάρρησα, πρᾶγμα 

ἐργωδέστατον, εἴπερ ποτε νῦν, καὶ οὐδ᾿ ἀνεκτὸν τοῖς πολλοῖς, εἰ μὴ τοῦτο νῦν τὸ παρὰ τῶν προφητῶν 

θρηνούμενον ὁ ἱερεὺς καθὼς ὁ λαὸς γένοιτο, Michael Choniates, Letters, p. 45, no. 32, ch. 4. 
661 Is 24, 1–2. 
662 ὅταν μὲν γὰρ τὸ γένος ἂναλογισώμεθα ἡλίκον τῆς ψυχῆς καὶ τοῦ σώματος καὶ τὸ εὐφυὲς ὁποῖον καὶ ὡς οὐκ 

ἀπᾷδον ἀνδρὶ πολιτικῷ καὶ φοροῦντι τὰ μαλακά, ἐν τοῖς οἴκοις τῶν βασιλείων διατρίβειν σε στοχαζόμεθα…, 

Michael Choniates, Letters, p. 16, no. 11, ch. 2. 
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official duties reappears again, but officeholding clearly receives an approval here. Choni-

ates praises the house of Tessarakontapecheis with a civil narrative. George’s service in the 

imperial court is thus represented as a continuation of family tradition. The portrayal of his 

strong connection with ancestry is to be regarded as a compliment on Tessarakontapechys’ 

service in the administration. It is striking that the opposition of the two fields is not accom-

panied by a criticism of officeholding. 

The letters of Michael Choniates demonstrate the attitude of an intellectual. The relation 

between intellectuality and official duties seems to be an important topic in his correspond-

ence. Officeholding is sometimes represented as a barrier to the pleasure of scholarly activ-

ities, a burden to the educated individual. Still, it is not Choniates’ final verdict about official 

service. Some letters include positive approaches to the administrative or political duties. 

Furthermore, one example clearly shows that the portrayed attitude towards officeholding 

strongly relies on the rhetorical purposes of a given argument. Thus, it is difficult to reveal 

the author’s opinion on official matters.663 Several letters also undermine the validity of dis-

tinction between officeholding and titleholding in the subject of attitude. 

6. 4 A comparative analysis of narratives on office- and titleholding 

It is not a simple task to observe and interpret the attitude of different intellectuals to-

wards officeholding and titleholding according to the correspondence. Byzantine epistolog-

raphy is known for the humble narratives in the letters. The collections demonstrate the var-

ious interests of the writers, with which the topic of official service as phenomenon blends. 

The combination of different themes in a single letter raises the problem of the relations 

between distinct subjects and their effect on each other in the narrative. Each letter poten-

tially owns its own separated purpose that manipulates the tone of discussion about any topic. 

These characteristics of epistolography evidently affect our investigation on the subject of 

this chapter. 

The observation of opinions about titleholding well demonstrates the problem that oc-

curs in relation to the writers’ interests. The four intellectuals selected for the main observa-

tion in this chapter were mainly appointed to official teachers and later to metropolitans. 

Court titles probably played less role in the careers therefore. However, they had connections 

                                                             
663 However, in an oration, Michael Choniates also expresses his negative attitude to public performances, 

which represented the official side of intellectuality in Byzantium. This opinion suits his bias on the opposition 

between service and intellectual activities. Furthermore, it suggests that his argument on the official duties has 

a personal character: Michael Choniates, Σωζόμενα, vol. 1, pp. 8–23; Magdalino, Empire, pp. 337–39. 
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with numerous lay officials in the administration and the army. Consequently, they were not 

unfamiliar with honorary dignities at all. It has been mentioned above in the thesis that the 

significance of court titles considerably decreased in the second-tier élite throughout the 

twelfth century. It is a question whether this development is reflected in the letters of the 

selected collections. The results of the analysis, however, lead to another direction. All the 

writers apparently paid little attention to the topic of titleholding in general in their episto-

lography. Although numerous references can be found to specific dignities in the letters, 

these mentions are not accompanied by any discussion on the phenomenon of titleholding 

itself with few humble exceptions. Given the aforementioned tendency of the period, such 

ignorance is not surprising in the cases of Michael Italikos, George Tornikes and Michael 

Choniates. The correspondence of Theophylact of Ochrid barely shows a different sentiment 

nonetheless. One of his letters seemingly represents a strong connection between the honor-

ary dignity and its holder. Nevertheless, the evidence is too little for a clear conclusion about 

this idea. A letter of Michael Choniates suggests the idea that a distinction between office-

holding and titleholding is not essential. This sentiment derives from the vocabulary of a 

passage in the letter, not from a direct statement of Choniates expressing such an opinion. In 

general, these characteristics imply that the paucity of discussion on titleholding is related 

to the nature of the source material instead of the political and social background. Now, it is 

the question how the characteristics of the letters affected the narratives about the office-

holding. 

The observation of the writers’ attitude to officeholding according to their letters prom-

ises more results. All the selected intellectuals express some ideas or opinions about official 

service. One cannot expect a considerable number of direct statements about the value of 

officeholding in the letters. The vast majority of the references are given to phenomena and 

their nature that are related to official appointment. Still, these connected elements can reveal 

the writers’ views on officeholding. A great variety of themes can be found in the letters 

about official service. Furthermore, the emphasis and the selection of the topics differs by 

writer.664 Theophylact of Ochrid pays much attention to the relation between morality and 

administrative duties. Michael Choniates is rather interested in the opposition between intel-

lectuality and officeholding. The evidence is too little to observe the tendentious selection 

of topics in the collections of Michael Italikos and George Tornikes. Nevertheless, both writ-

ers from the middle period choose subjects that appear in the letters of the other two 

                                                             
664 There was a topic, which often appears in the Byzantine epistolography, and the selected authors were no 

exceptions. This subject was the service as exile: Mullett, Theophylact, pp. 248–60. 
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intellectuals. The identity of service with burdens appears in the collections of Theophylact, 

Tornikes and Choniates. The relation between intellectuality and officeholding is discussed 

by Italikos and Choniates. These examples show that the selected collections of correspond-

ence better serve the investigation on the personal perception of official duties. 

At this point we reach the question itself what the value of officeholding is among these 

different elements in the letters. A serious discrepancy occurs in the evaluation of adminis-

trative service by the intellectuals. Officeholding is often represented by Theophylact and 

Choniates in negative context. However, the aforementioned nature of epistolography, the 

opportunity of separated narratives, allows the two metropolitans to express positive argu-

ments on official service. The result is inconsistency in attitude with a broader scope of ob-

servation at the individual level. Reconstructing the personal views in a simplified pattern, 

we can argue that Theophylact and Choniates place officeholding in the second place behind 

morality or intellectuality. Thus, administrative duties have great significance in the minds 

of the two intellectuals, but no priority. From another viewpoint, they consider officeholding 

as a necessary distress. It is something implied by Tornikes’ little discussion on the subject 

too. However, the primacy of morality or intellectuality is probably only a rhetorical decla-

ration to meet the demands of an intellectual milieu. There is less uncertainty in the case of 

Italikos, since his letters show a clearer stance on the significance of administrative duties. 

Thus, the picture is not completely clear after the analysis of the selected collection. A brief 

comparison to alternative sources from epistolography or other genres may contribute to a 

more precise conclusion. 

Other letter collections can deepen our understanding of epistolary narratives about of-

ficeholding. However, our possibilities are restricted due to the amount of the source mate-

rial. Collections that reach the extent of those of Theophylact and Choniates are rare in Byz-

antine epistolography. Even the number of letters left by Italikos and Tornikes can be 

considered high in comparison to the vast majority of other writers. Gregory Antiochos be-

longs to those intellectuals from the Komnenian second-tier élite whose several remaining 

letters provide valuable historical information. Antiochos biography and oeuvre is well ex-

amined by Kazhdan. Reading the correspondence of Antiochos, the Russian Byzantinist 

notes two interesting details. Firstly, Gregory lamented the loss of the old days at the school, 

where he could deal with scholarly matters.665 Secondly, he put much effort into managing 

his progression in the administration even at the expense of his network. He broke his ties 

                                                             
665 Kazhdan and Franklin, Studies, pp. 201–2. 
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with his old friend, Demetrios Tornikes, when the latter got disregarded by the emperor.666 

There is an evident contradiction between Antiochos’ presented admiration to intellectuality 

and the preference for administrative career to anything else in his deeds. Gregory’s behav-

iour suggests that the expression of his fondness for scholarly matters was rather a rhetorical 

manoeuvre. 

Not only letters demonstrate ambivalent attitude towards officeholding. It is beneficial 

to compare epistolography with other genres of Byzantine literature in regard to their views 

on official service. Magdalino examines two works, Digenis Akritas and the Strategikon of 

Kekaumenos, for the Byzantine perception of social values. Although none of them com-

pletely denies official service, they represent a reluctant approach to administrative duties 

and their preference for the independence of a landlord.667 These opinions correspond to the 

comparison between enslavement and officeholding by several letter writers. Digenis 

Akritas and Kekaumenos testify that the ambivalent attitude to official appointment was a 

broader sentiment in the Byzantine élite. 

The analysis revealed numerous discrepancies in the Byzantine views on office- and 

titleholding. The only firm statement we can make in the end of the observation is that offi-

cial service was important for the second-tier élite in the twelfth century. It is indicated by 

the amount of the attention paid to this topic in the selected letter collections. It is not sur-

prising of course. Nevertheless, the examples and their comparison imply some characteris-

tics that may explain the contradictions of the evidence. It has been mentioned that the chang-

ing purposes of the arguments in the different letter are possible reasons. One can also 

presume that intellectuals did not have completely clear ideas on the value of officeholding. 

Some evidence shows that the second-tier élite did not have common opinions about admin-

istrative service. Furthermore, it is difficult to evaluate these elements, since we are then 

challenged by the limits of the genre, the epistolography. 

                                                             
666 Kazhdan and Franklin, Studies, pp. 212–13. 
667 Paul Magdalino, ‘Honour among Romaioi: the framework of social values in the world of Digenes Akrites 

and Kekaumenos’, in idem, Tradition and Transformation in Medieval Byzantium (Aldershot, 1991), no. 3, pp. 

191, 200–3. A further interpretation of the Strategikon is provided by Koichi Inoue, ‘A provincial aristocratic 

oikos in eleventh-century Byzantium’, GRBS, 30 (1989), 563–65. It is worth mentioning that these works prop-

agated an ideal, the landlord focusing on his estates, which might have caused a marginalisation of the family 

in the élite of the period. See chapter 5. 
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7 Conclusion 

The thesis reveals numerous characteristics of the Byzantine second-tier élite. Even with 

a focus on selected aspects, the subject repeatedly shows its magnitude through the com-

plexity of the problems. The second-tier élite itself appears a complex phenomenon. The 

reason for this characteristic is not the broad definition of the stratum creating a heterogene-

ous social group from different elements of the concurrent Byzantine society. The complex-

ity of the second-tier élite derives from its position among the subjects of the emperors. The 

stratum stood between the mass of ordinary people and the leading élite. The observation 

confirms this correlation. The second-tier élite was a privileged group, while it had to obey 

to those who stayed even higher in the social and political hierarchy. The contradiction of 

the situation is well presented by the notion of ‘slavery’ in the élite. Membership in an en-

tourage of a powerful individual, marked by the semi-official designations of dependent ser-

vice and subordination, were conventional in the second-tier élite. These titles provided a 

partial transmission of the authority from the leader of the retinue to the subordinate. How-

ever, slavery is rather regarded as a negative status in the letters, and this narrative suggests 

a stratum, which was constantly under pressure. 

The ‘long’ twelfth century experienced a considerable transformation of the Byzantine 

élite. This change did not correlate with the ascension of the Komnenian dynasty to the 

throne directly. However, it was a consequence of a longer development of the Komnenian 

political system. The transformation occurred in connection with the position of the imperial 

extended family in the government. The influence of the Komnenian emperors’ kin is an 

interesting issue of the period. Only the reign of John II led to the monopolisation of the 

leading élite by the imperial relatives as a result of the troubles with the succession of the 

throne after Alexios I. Before this change, the difference between the old first-tier and sec-

ond-tier élites was purely determined the administrative position. After the transformation, 

the distinction between the Komnenian leading élite and the Komnenian second-tier élite 

was defined by the imperial kinship or its absence. 

The bipartite division of the élite resulted in a heterogeneous second-tier élite, especially 

in its Komnenian form. This dissertation contradicts the general idea that the second-tier 

élite was a Constantinopolitan stratum. It is without doubt that the vast majority of the civil 

bureaucracy, the higher clergy and the patriarchal officials belonged to this social group. 

However, we should consider further elements of the Byzantine society in defining the con-

fines of the second-tier élite. Military élite had representatives who did not belong to the 
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leading élite. However, the evidence is highly fragmentary, especially in the second half of 

the period. It is evident that the transformation of the élite considerably changed the compo-

sition of the military personnel in the second-tier élite. The monopolisation of the leading 

élite by the imperial extended family caused the situation that higher officers without impe-

rial kinship were the members of Komnenian second-tier élite. It is worth noting that the 

military segment of the second-tier élite probably corresponded to the provincial élites. This 

latter connection is not problematical, since provincial élites themselves belonged to the sec-

ond-tier élite. This dissertation regards the Constantinopolitan élite only as one of the local 

élites of the empire, yet definitely a special one. High education played a very significant 

role in the capital. Still, numerous figures who definitely did not belong to the second-tier 

élite attended the several official or private schools of elevated learning. Therefore, educa-

tion was not a clear factor of distinction between social strata in the Komnenian period. The 

heterogeneous nature means that one hardly finds a common group identity in the Byzantine 

second-tier élite. 

The Komnenian second-tier élite had the opportunity to gain important and high offices 

in the central government. In the vast majority of the cases, these significant functions were 

the top of the civil and church administration. The Komnenian system is usually regarded as 

a military regime. In truth, the highest civil and church offices played an important role in 

the imperial government in this period too. The orphanotrophos is a fine example of the 

situation. It is not surprising that there was a little competition between the Komnenian lead-

ing élite and the second-tier élite for these positions, while the former group still focused on 

military affairs in the entire era. Of course, the ability of the second-tier élite to reach crucial 

positions did not eliminate the difference between the first-tier élite and the lower stratum in 

terms of authority and influence. The superiority of the Komnenian leading élite, the impe-

rial extended family, occurred in several ways. Their quasi privilege of receiving the most 

sensitive military offices constantly is beyond doubt. The development of the title system 

was also a strong indicator. It is difficult to ignore the significance of the fact that, after the 

complete decline of numerous old honorary dignities by the reign of Manuel I a multitude 

of officials from the second-tier élite remained without any court title from the second third 

of the twelfth century. However, the perception of honorary titles by the lower stratum is a 

complex subject. Firstly, the analysis of several letters shows the growing inattention of the 

intellectuals to honorary ranks in the Komnenian second-tier élite. Secondly, it is an open 

question what the consequents were of the situation that titleholding became a privilege of 

those few individuals of the second-tier élite who were appointed to important positions at a 
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given moment. The majority of the stratum held only offices. It is worth noting here that the 

Byzantine terminology of official designation did not make a strong distinction between of-

fices and honorary titles. The Greek words axia and axioma meant dignity in general and 

they could designate both offices and court titles. Therefore, the characteristics of the Kom-

nenian system probably meant to the contemporaries that numerous members of the second-

tier élite lost half of their ‘dignity’ in this period. 

The manifestation of social pressure on the second-tier élite in different fields is a sig-

nificant topic. The observation of the families and their progression throughout the period 

shows two remarkable characteristics. Firstly, the families of the second-tier élite were able 

to gain high positions as it has been mentioned above, but none of them were able to maintain 

such high influence more than a generation. Secondly, out of the aforementioned instability 

at the top of the stratum, the families under consideration demonstrated a stability in moder-

ate ranks. It is also worth stressing that different families of the Komnenian second-tier élite 

reached their apogee in different parts of the period. This tendency indicates that the stratum 

as a whole did not come under the influence of significant changes until the end of the era 

despite the great transformation of the ruling stratum. Social pressure is more apparent on 

the level of individuals. This tension can be detected even in the case of successful bureau-

crats. The aspiration for multiple offices suggests the general fear of decline. The little evi-

dence of marriage policy among families of similar background also implies a desire for 

stability. 

Dealing with prestige and political position, one cannot forget the extent of the élite 

families and its relation to the politics of the stratum. The egalitarian principles of inheritance 

in Byzantium could have resulted in the situation that long families were considered a hin-

drance to the stability of social position. However, the evidence shows that even the families 

of the second-tier élite had relatively numerous descendants. It could have been something 

that the élite only tolerated. Some clues indicate even more. The case of Nikephoros Bourtzes 

and Eudokia Bourtzaina implies that families relied on their populous kindred to build their 

networks. Large family seems to be a tool for the politics of the second-tier élite. Neverthe-

less, the peripherical branches of a given family probably experience considerable decline 

in long term.  

The social and political pressure also appeared in the attitude of the stratum to office- 

and titleholding. Although the evidence is often obscure, it still tells something about the 

second-tier élite. Epistolography is not a convenient material for the observation on the sub-

ject. The difficulties in the interpretation of the writers’ arguments can also serve the aims 
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of the analysis, since we should focus on not only what the intellectuals tell, but also how 

they express their thoughts. From a systematic point of view, the entire evidence given by 

Theophylact of Ochrid, Michael Italikos, George Tornikes and Michael Choniates contains 

a considerable inconsistency in regard to the perception of officeholding. This is why we 

experience the contradictory sentiment in the letters that official service seems to be both 

essence and burden for the bureaucracy. 

The former lines and pages present many characteristics of the second-tier élite. How-

ever, the thesis might have revealed numerous details that are ignored in this conclusion. 

Now, we have to determine the place and significance of the second-tier élite in the social 

history of Byzantium. Beside the several aspects mentioned above, the thesis also demon-

strates in some cases that the Komnenian second-tier élite did not separate itself from the 

leading élite, but attempted to strengthen the ties as much as possible. The representatives of 

the second-tier élite also intended to exploit the benefits of the Komnenian regime with all 

its abilities. The thesis focuses on a specific group of the Byzantine society in a specific 

period. Nevertheless, the evidence shows the strong ties with the other segments of society 

and the continuity with the other eras in numerous aspects. 
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